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While there have been many studies on the role played by government agencies and 
non-government organizations in supporting migrant workers, what has been written about 
the important role played by church communities in serving as social support networks for 
migrant workers and professionals is very little in comparison.   As a result, contemporary 
migration tends to be ignored as a factor in theory building within the sociology of religion 
while  the religious factor is overshadowed by issues of power and capital in the inter-
disciplinary field of migration studies. This work is about evangelical communities that have 
international ministries attended primarily by Filipino migrant workers, with special attention 
given here to the Filipino congregations in Singapore, particularly the Filipino membership of 
the International Baptist Church (IBC).  Through interviews and participant observation, this 
study aims to describe the perceptions on the meaning of work and migration that make up 
the lifeworld of Filipino evangelical migrants and how such perceptions  may influence the 
practices of institutions of which they are a part while providing them with a language that 
becomes a discursive basis towards self-transformation and an alternative system of meaning 
in which to create their sense of purpose and self-worth.
1Chapter 1
Introduction: Labor Migration and Filipino Evangelicals
Background of the Study
This work is an addition to the existing academic literature on questions concerning 
the relationship between labor  and religion in the context of an integrated global society 
characterized by huge flows of migrants, particularly   migrant workers (Bonifacio and 
Angeles, 2010; Kibria, 2008). In this chapter, I introduce some of the more general 
theoretical issues that underpin most discussions of  this relationship as well as the  more 
specific theoretical concerns emerging from the result of the fieldwork that  I have done 
among former and current Filipino evangelical migrant workers, church leaders, parachurch 
workers, and missionaries. My own interest in the relationship between work and faith comes 
from a conviction that this is an important question, though at times an ignored one.
The  relationship   between  religion    and  labor  was  a  classical   sociological 
preoccupation during the time when early sociology was trying to define itself.  Durkheim 
(1984; 1995) posited the thesis that religion was the central element in pre-modern societies 
bound by a “mechanical” type of solidarity but that the modern movement towards a more 
“organic” society with a more complex division of labor has made religion lose power as a 
unifying element in  communities,  resulting in  general anomie in  modern society.   Marx 
(1977), by calling religion the opiate of the masses, rejected it as mere illusory happiness that 
is nevertheless necessary to relieve real distress experienced by the marginalized classes due 
to the existing social contradictions in modern capitalist  society. Weber (1992) posited that 
Protestant anxieties about salvation and the resultant re-working of the concept of religious 
“calling” created a Protestant ethic that is a condition of possibility for the modern capitalist 
mode of production.
3I invoke here the fathers of sociology if only to demonstrate that academic interest in 
the relationship between labor and religion is has deep roots in the sociological tradition. It is 
within this tradition that I hope to ask questions about the relationship between religion and 
contemporary social phenomena such as labor migration. As Weber decided to examine the 
relationship between religion and labor by looking at nineteenth-century European Calvinists, I
decided to do the same by looking at Filipino evangelical migrant workers in general, and at 
this very same group of migrant workers in Singapore as a specific case study.
As of  writing, the Philippines is the third-biggest exporter of  labor in the world 
behind Mexico and India. Estimates vary because of illegal employment but it is suggested 
that between seven to eleven million Filipinos are working abroad in almost 200 countries 
and territories—that  is, around 10 percent of the Filipino population and 20 percent of the 
country’s labor force (Weekly,  2006, p. 199).  Official statistics reveal that in 2007 alone, 
more than 800,000 Filipinos left their homeland to work in various countries all over the 
world in land-based occupations of which more  than 300,000 were new hires (Philippine 
Overseas Employment Agency, 2007).  Among countries around the world that imported 
labor from the  Philippines in 2007, Singapore ranked third behind Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. More than 45,000 Filipinos were processed by the Philippine 
Overseas  Employment Agency (POEA) to work in Singapore in 2007 (POEA, 2007). 
Singapore itself is a heavy importer of labor. Of Singapore’s 2.6 million-strong work force in
2006, around 25% or 670,000 were foreign workers of which 87% were unskilled laborers 
such as construction workers, service workers, and domestic workers and 13% were skilled 
professionals (Yeoh, 2007).
The Philippines is a very religious  country steeped  predominantly in the Christian 
tradition. Of its current population of about 90 million, more than 80% are Roman Catholics 
and a little less than 10% are members of Protestant churches and neo-Protestant evangelical 
groups. The figure for evangelicals would be doubled if we were to include the El Shaddai 
charismatic movement under the evangelical banner, since this group is organizationally
4Catholic but arguably Protestant in culture.  I use the word “evangelical” loosely as a sub-
culture category and not as an organizational one.  By evangelical, I refer to Protestant and 
neo-Protestant groups who believe in the three great principles of classical Protestantism—the 
authority of the Bible (and thus the truthfulness of historical claims such as the virgin birth, 
death, resurrection, and godhood of Jesus Christ), spiritual salvation by grace alone through 
faith in Christ (as opposed to justification through good works),  and the priesthood of all 
believers (which refers to the believer’s ability to  directly access God through spiritual 
disciplines with no need for the mediation of formal priests).  This definition  of the word 
“evangelical” would include Pentecostals and Charismatics as a subset even though some of 
these groups in the Philippines, due to their having a heavier emphasis on the Holy Spirit and 
on the concept of spiritual gifts, do not like to label themselves  as evangelical in order to 
differentiate themselves more sharply from other Protestant groups.
My study, however, moves beyond Christian religiosity in the Philippines and looks 
at  the international chapters  of  Philippine-based Christian groups as well as international 
evangelical  groups that minister to Filipinos, specifically in Singapore where they are 
attended by Filipina domestic workers and also by service workers and urban professionals. I 
aim to look at how religion responds to the systems of restraint and regulation of individual 
bodies as structured by the larger political bodies that engage in their trade—both receiving 
and sending nations—and by the more powerful economic forces that shape not only the flow 
of global labor but also the discourses and practices that naturalize them.
Review of Related Literature
The nineteenth-century sociological  preoccupation with religion was understandable 
given that sociologists were witnessing the unfolding of the modern condition.   And it was 
Durkheim who best captured the most important element of this modernization—social 
differentiation. The transition from pre-modern to modern society is best characterized by the
5phenomenon  where  a  unified  cosmology  based  on   religion  that  united  pre-modern 
communities was shattered in the wake of a more complex division of labor resulting in the 
emergence of still somewhat integrated but now fully autonomous social fields such as law, 
politics, the economy, science, art, and, among others, religion (Berger, 1969). Sociologists 
of religion have developed this into the secularization thesis, which is formulated in a variety 
of ways.  The versions vary from moderate statements that other communities and types of 
social bonds are taking over the function of organized religion (Bellah, 1970; Chidester,
2000)   to bolder and more extreme  proclamations  that continuing modernization  will 
eventually lead to the extinction of religion (Bruce, 2002; Wilson, 1982). However the thesis 
is formulated, the core idea is religion’s decline in social influence.
As religion continued to decline in influence and was no longer at the center of the 
modern social stage, sociologists also lost interest, particularly by the 1960s. This was to be 
expected given Wilson’s articulation of the “hard” version of the secularization thesis, which 
gave the impression that sociologists of religion were merely documenting  a dying or dead 
phenomenon.  And while there was a certain level of resurgence in the following decades 
given the interest in fundamentalisms and New Religious Movements (NRM’s), religion was 
only one among the many social fields that sociologists had to analyze, and it was not even 
the  most interesting because it was not perceived, at least during most of the twentieth 
century, as among the more influential fields shaping modern societies  or the global order. 
The  question of the relationship between religion and labor—or between religion and 
anything, for that matter—became marginal, a curious and almost forgotten question in an age 
where religion is supposed to be dying. Instead, the most dominant questions of the age were 
political (especially during the Cold War period) or economic (especially after the Cold War 
and the emergence of a new era of intense economic globalization). Even in other social 
science fields and multi-disciplinary fields like migration studies, the intense debates centered 
on economic and political questions. For instance, the major theoretical strands in the 
development of migration studies have managed to address all levels from the individual to
6the global (Massey, Arango, Hugo, Kouaouci, Pellegrino, and Taylor, 1993), but in all these 
levels, religion is not considered a significant variable in the theoretical models, if at all. This 
is unfortunate because while the economic sphere holds considerable influence in the current 
world order, approaches that focus solely on the economic dimension fail to give an accurate 
account  of the multi-lateral terrain in which various regimes influence the decisions of 
individuals and institutions.
Contemporary accounts of how religious institutions and individuals cope with the 
experience of being foreign—both as being literally foreign in the case of migrants and as 
being figuratively foreign in being religious within secular, modern societies—demonstrate 
that there is more to migration than economic considerations.  For instance,  an interesting 
account of evangelicalism among  Latin American migrant workers  in Israel  explores how 
religion becomes a way of legitimizing the migrants' presence in a Jewish state and a means 
of channeling their claims for inclusion in the host country (Kemp and Raijman, 2003). This 
religious reconfiguration of meaning that transforms the political into the spiritual only to re-
invest this transformed meaning of reality into practical courses of action in the realm of 
power shares many similarities to what I myself had encountered during my fieldwork.   The 
political engagement of Protestantism via the spiritualization of the political is not specific to 
the  field of migration studies but is part of the global development of Protestantism, 
particularly the Pentecostal or Charismatic variety, in its engagement with modernity  and 
globalization (Freston, 2001; Martin, 2002; Miller and Yamamori, 2007).   Moreover, such 
engagements vary somewhat in expression because they are historically rooted. That is, while 
Filipino  evangelical responses to labor migration and general issues of politics and the 
economy are part of the wider global phenomenon of Protestant social engagement in the 
global South, these responses are nonetheless uniquely Filipino in that they are rooted in the 
Filipino  historical experience of religion and globalization (Blanco, 2009; Sitoy, 1985; 
Tadiar, 2009).
7Despite the charge that evangelicalism, particularly   the charismatic variety, is 
apolitical at best and ultra-conservative at worst, religion presents interesting and innovative 
ways of dealing with issues of power in labor migration  such as social  integration, racial 
discrimination, human rights, and social welfare (Alumkal,  2003; Ebaugh and Pipes, 2001; 
Hagan, 2002). These discursive strategies exist within a Protestant tradition that can be traced 
all the way back to the Puritan imagination. A useful take-off point is Zakai’s (1992) work on 
how early Puritan imagination framed migration and exile to be crucial elements of human 
history in its march towards heavenly perfection.  Zakai’s framework is what I use in this 
thesis when I coin and explain the concept of “Babylon exile” as Filipino evangelicalism’s 
take on the theme of identification with the “Suffering Servant” (Perkins, 1995; Pinn, 2006).
Singapore is the site of exile  for many  Filipino evangelical migrant workers.  To 
understand how they frame the narrative of their lives, we need to understand the context in 
which Protestant communities in Singapore operate and  respond to  the influx of  foreign 
evangelicals which include Filipino migrant workers. Singapore is a relatively young 
country, having only declared itself as an independent sovereign state in 1965. Nonetheless, 
in the last half-century, Singapore has managed to build a strong market-based economy. Its 
initial economic development strategy was based on the concept of import substitution, the 
effort to become less dependent on imports by strengthening its own production capabilities. 
In the early 1970s, having realized its lack of natural resources as a significant obstacle to this 
strategy, it shifted to an export-oriented industrialization strategy based on encouraging the 
inflow of foreign capital and technology and providing tax incentives to foreign-owned or 
joint venture firms (Wong: 1981, p. 435). It shifted to a third stage of industrialization in the
1980s, which emphasized capital-intensive, high-technology, and high value-added industries 
in place of the former emphasis on labor-intensive processing industries (Wong: 1981, p.
443). Both strategies stretched Singapore’s labor capabilities to the limit and resulted in the 
need to import  labor, both manual and skilled  (Pang and Lim, 1982).  Moreover, with an 
increased rate of industrialization coupled with a tight labor supply, Singapore found itself
8falling into a familiar pattern identified by Sassen (2006) among industrializing  economies: 
industrialization and economic development encourages increased female participation in the 
labor force, which in turn produces a vacuum of reproductive care in the domestic  sphere. 
Singapore now employs more than 150,000 women domestic workers from Indonesia, 
Philippines, and Sri Lanka (Human Rights Watch 2005: 15). By the 1990s, Singapore was 
already considered as a major Asian labor importer (Martin, 1991).
But while the Singaporean economy was growing by leaps and bounds through 
innovative economic planning, it did so with the strict control of a party-led government. Its 
civil society was actively repressed, made invisible by social engineering that featured tight 
control on cause-related public events, the relative lack of which gave the perception of the 
average citizen as apolitical.  While most industrializing economies have had to deal with 
issues of cultural integration, human rights, and distributive justice once they start importing 
labor, it has been doubly hard to deal with such issues openly in Singapore due to its political 
climate,  a situation that Piper describes as a producing a system of collusion between 
employment circles and the state (2004, p. 87). One study has concluded that foreign skilled 
workers in the corporate setting still have “lower perceptions of distributive justice than local 
employees and … supervisors rated performance  and organizational citizenship behavior of 
foreign workers lower than those of local employees” (Ang, Van Dyne, and Begley, 2003, p.
580). In the domestic sphere where the “unskilled” labor of the domestic worker is utilized, 
the situation is made even worse by the state’s exercising of control through a system of 
levies and work permits while  simultaneously allowing the labor  market to determine the
rights of domestic workers in relation to compensation and working conditions (Huang and 
Yeoh, 1996). In such an environment that challenges the migrant worker’s sense of 
belonging,  interrogating concepts of “home” and “away” and finding avenues for social 
inclusion become crucial to the migrant’s overall welfare  (Yeoh  and Huang, 2000; Yeoh, 
Huang, and Devashayam, 2004; Yeoh, Huang, and Gonzales, 1999; Yeoh and Khoo, 1998).
9For Filipino migrant workers, most of whom are Christian, the church represents one 
such avenue.  Christianity is represented  well enough in Singapore, with about 15% of the 
population identified as Christian, that the country’s ability to cater to the Christian migrant 
worker’s religious needs is assured.  This is assuming that the said migrant worker has the 
desire to be involved in a religious community or the opportunity to do so.  In such cases, the 
involvement  of religious communities in the lives of migrant workers raises important 
questions about the various ways in which power and religious piety intersect in our modern, 
global environment. It hints at an interactive relationship between, on the one hand, broader 
social fields involving power and capital and, on the other hand, narrower personality systems 
cantered on piety.
Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
There have been  some noteworthy studies concerning Filipino migrant workers 
(Arnado, 2007; Ball and Piper, 2002; Kelly  and Lusis, 2006;), but not many address the 
importance of religion  and church institutions in providing a space for community among 
Filipinos abroad.   Certainly, church participation for migrant workers falls within the larger 
phenomenon of the formation of ethnic enclaves within the host city, a strategy of place-
making in which migrant workers stake  their claim on city spaces and imbue them  with 
powerful meanings that strengthen their own sense of community and identity. However, the 
limitation of studies that connect church participation to place-making and the colonization of 
city space is that there seems to be little theoretical differentiation between one type of space 
and another. Parreñas (2001), for instance, in her book on Filipino migrant workers in Rome 
and Los Angeles, mentions churches and train stations in the same chapter.  Both types of 
spaces are identified as meeting points where migrant workers congregate and reinforce social 
networks.  However, it seems that  differences between churches and train  stations in the 
process of place-making are overlooked. Parreñas examines migrant workers within a
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framework that highlights the conflict between the individual and the economic field as well 
as between politics and community, but religion is only a marginal element of her analysis. 
There are not enough studies that truly examine the social field of religion itself in relation to 
migration and the globalization of labor.
I use both phenomenological and systems approaches in order to make connections 
between,  on the one hand, religion and culture and, on the other hand, politics and the 
economy. My perspective is guided in part by Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) ideas on habitus and 
Niklas Luhmann’s (1982)  ideas   concerning  the structural  differentiation  of societies. 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is a component of a theoretical model that provides  a good 
starting point for unifying the analysis of macro and micro levels in the vertical dimension. 
Luhmann’s concept of structural differentiation provides what seems to me a more cohesive 
model of  society than even Bourdieu’s concept of  social “fields” or Appadurai’s (1996) 
“scapes” in analyzing the horizontal dimension.
Still, looking at habitus can only provide a partial view of any phenomenon. Bodily 
and cognitive dispositions that make up a habitus are associated with a particular position in 
the political field, particularly a political map drawn with boundaries of class, gender, or race. 
However, the principle of structural autonomy and autopoiesis among social fields means that 
the religious field can look at the same space mapped with racial and class boundaries and 
draw the boundaries differently, changing rules about when to feel  isolated and when to 
recognize belonging.   For instance, the basis  of social unity  among evangelicals is one’s 
“position in Christ.”  The social world is categorized according to a binary classification of 
those who are “saved” and those who are “unreached.” Theologically speaking, the unity of 
the saved is perceived by believer to possess the potential of being able to transcend any class 
or racial boundaries. And this is exactly the kind of cognitive re-mapping of the social world 
that can challenge other existing frameworks more closely  aligned  to the dominant social 
order.
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Another interesting point is that the analysis of the dynamics between social systems 
is not merely a macro affair. Religion is only one of several bases used by individuals around 
which to form their identities and create a loosely unified but essentially divided subjectivity. 
This means that individuals take part in the practices and discourses that sustain several social 
spheres, and that the conflicts and collusions of interests that exist among spheres in the total 
social environment are reflected in the ideological affirmations and contradictions within the 
mind of individuals. There is, of course, a difference between society (at least the 
Luhmannian kind) and the individual.   There is no central entity that fuses the logics of the 
divided fields in the total social environment in Luhmann’s model, a departure  from other 
models that either posit a necessary unity for social integration (Parsons, 1951) or a more 
sinister hijacking of the fields’ resources in order to serve the logic of a higher-order “field of 
power” (Bourdieu, 1984). Modern society can and does survive even when all the social 
spheres  reduce the complexity of all the other spheres according to their own logic. 
Individuals,  however, have to find a way on a daily basis to integrate the conflicting 
motivations of their various identities into a more or less coherent framework of subjectivity. 
This necessity to justify or rationalize the co-existence of contradictory aspirations produces 
what traditional Marxists  may call false consciousness, although by using the framework 
described here we see that it is not actually “false” consciousness,  but merely the kind of 
consciousness that forces itself to produce internal harmony, sometimes to the point where 
one field is allowed to dominantly reduce all social reality into a single logic.
Such reductions happen on both the macro and micro levels.   Religious movements 
can be understood by the state in political terms, and thus eliminated if perceived to be a 
political threat (Thomas, 2001).   A religious movement can start to read historical events in 
religious terms based on their interpretation of prophetic texts, thus veering their followers 
into the direction of radical politics.  Individuals, when  making  decisions, have to read a 
situation using a given logic,  whether in terms of power, money, faith, or other kinds of 
capital. Their final decision depends on the relative weights that each social sphere bears on
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their subjectivity and on whether or not it is possible to reconcile the motivations of one field 
with the motivations of another.
In the exploration  of what Bonifacio and Angeles (2010) refers to as “pathways to 
integration,” we recognize that migration,  needs to be addressed   as a multi-leveled 
phenomenon. Focusing on the role of the individual in the migration process is shortsighted, 
but focusing on macro-structural flows is just as narrow as an approach. Massey et al. (1993) 
enumerate the various levels of the migration phenomenon as  the individual level, the 
household level, the national level, and the world level. Conveniently, they also identify the 
theoretical strands within migration studies that  address these different levels particularly 
well: neo-classical economics and human capital theory address the individual level, the “new 
economics” model addresses the household level; dual-market theory, with its emphasis on 
the  labor stratification and economic vacuum created by having two kinds of capitalist 
markets (capital-intensive and labor-intensive) addresses migration on the level  of nations 
and/or the relationship  between specific nations; and finally world systems theory looks at 
migration by studying the global relations of power as a single system. Since these different 
theories address different levels of the migration phenomenon, they are not necessarily 
incompatible.  In essence, those who insist that  dual-market theory is wrong and human 
capital theory is right (or vice-versa) are merely rehashing the old agency-structure debate and 
applying it to migration studies. Migration needs to be studied as a whole, which means that it
is important to look at how it operates at different levels.
Similarly, religion is likewise a transnational social field with its  own  levels  and 
components.  So instead of focusing  on just one level or component of religion—say, the 
institutional level and its doctrinal   orientation—it  is crucial to look at the religious 
phenomenon from  several  levels  (e.g.  individual,  organizational,  etc.)  and  take   into 
consideration  its various components (e.g. devotional practice, application of doctrinal 
principles, etc.). Therefore, within the larger process of globalization, the relationship 
between migration and religion needs to be interrogated in terms of its relationship to
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different kinds of subsystems, whether political or economic,  as well as  to global flows 
associated within these subsystems. One useful framework here is Levitt’s (2003) concept of 
an “alternative [i.e. religious] cartography of belonging.”  Levitt argues that religion must be 
studied as a “transnational religious field” and migrants who engage in transnational religious 
practices  inhabit a global landscape with a different organization and logic, one that is 
“marked by shrines and icons, rather than national flags” (2003, p. 861).   The levels of this 
transnational religious landscape are identified as follows:
1.  Individual transnational religious practices, including such things as  formal and 
informal devotional practices enacted alone or in groups and in popular and 
institutionalized settings, tithing or periodic contributions to home-country religious 
groups, fundraising,  hosting visiting religious leaders, consulting   home-country 
religious leaders, and pilgrimages. Both the objective and subjective dimensions of 
the religious experience must be taken into account.
2.  The organizational contexts in  which transnational migrants enact their religious 
lives.
3.  The ties between local transnational  organizations and their host and home-country, 
regional, national, and international counterparts.
4.  The role of states.
5.  The role of global culture and institutions (Levitt, 2003, p. 850).
It is also important to move beyond deterministic frameworks that portray the actions 
of  individuals as mere responses to larger social processes passively adopted to avoid 
cognitive dissonance and to rationalize oppression. Discourses and practices of piety for the 
domestic workers who attend evangelical meetings are less of a passive escapist strategy and 
more of an active attempt to negotiate the contradictory networks of  meaning from the 
various social spheres that they simultaneously inhabit. Weekly asserts that “wherever
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Filipinos are to be found, they are represented and supported by a large number of cultural, 
regional, social and political  participations” (Weekly, 2006, p. 201).  The migrant workers 
themselves voluntarily go to these “transnational social fields” that provide them the space to 
“counteract their marginal status in the host society” (Parreñas, 2001, p.28).   The question, 
however, is how the church is different from other institutions in this regard.
Research Problem and Questions
In a world system dominated by economics, is there significant space for religion in 
making sense of a global phenomenon such as labor migration? My contention is that such a 
religiously-imbued form of meaning-making plays a  significant role in the behavior and 
choices of individuals and institutions involved in labor migration.
My main research questions are inspired by Weber and the Protestant  ethic thesis, 
though not necessarily an elaboration of the Weberian thesis itself. In what eventually turned 
out to become a discussion of the rise of instrumental rationality in modern life, the Protestant 
ethic thesis started out by exploring the relationship between the realm of  ideas in the 
religious sphere and the behavior of individuals and institutions  in non-religious aspects of 
society’s material realm.  In the same way, I ask how certain religious ideologies that emerge 
from or are shaped by popular evangelical discourse become  instrumental in shaping the 
perspective of Filipino Protestants on labor migration. I also explore how individual Filipinos 
as well as Filipino evangelical institutions behave as a result of having such a perspective. In 
order to answer these primary questions, I ask the following specific questions.
1.  How does the religious field in sending countries frame the phenomenon of global 
labor migration? Since I will only be focusing on one sending country, the 
Philippines,  it is not my aim to make generalizations that apply to all sending 
countries. I will, however, explore the discourses that proliferate in Filipino 
Protestant networks in relation to migration. For while, traditional  migration
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scholarship may view religion as an aspect of the migration phenomenon, it is also 
possible to start from a perspective in which migration is but an aspect, although an 
important one, of religious piety.
2.  How does a religious framing of labor migration influence transnational practices on 
both individual and institutional levels? Even as Weber’s Calvinists were influenced 
in   their  everyday  behavior  by  such  theological  concepts  as  “vocation”  or 
“predestination,”  the question about Filipino Protestant migrants is the extent to 
which  their personal experiences of labor migration are shaped by ideas that 
connected it to Biblical themes such as the relationship between sin and exile.
3.  What functions are served by religious regimes in relation to the everyday life of 
migrant workers? What are the institutional manifestations that mediate between the 
evangelical churches, sending and  receiving states, and  the  global economic and 
political fields that regulate migration? Viewing the receiving country as the 
inevitable ground of competing class and cultural conflicts   manifested in the 
relationship between migrant workers, their employers, and the state, I will look at 
the ways in which religion provides  the language for both the mediation of social 
conflict and  the  creation  of  discursive  avenues  that  challenge   the  dominant 
assumptions that shape the everyday lives of migrant workers. I will specifically look 
at the Singapore case and the ways in which a religious network of Filipino migrant 
evangelicals such as the Network of Filipino Churches in Singapore (NETFIL) or a 
church  such  as   International  Baptist  Church  navigates  existing  structures  of 
governance and discourse in order to provide alternative modes of empowerment to 
domestic workers as  well as  avenues  for a smoother assimilation into Singapore 
society.
4.  What key differences are there between the ideals articulated in the discourses of 
church leaders or elite members and the reality of everyday life among ordinary or
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less religiously advanced believers?  I aim to provide  an account of particular
religious practices and beliefs among Filipino evangelical migrants and of how these
are mobilized to make sense of realities in the workplace and to provide a justification
for particular modes of engagement of these realities.   I will specifically focus on the
Filipino congregation of International Baptist Church as my main case study, as this
is the religious community in Singapore in which I spent considerable time as a  
participant-observer.   I aim to posit the argument that the evangelical migrant
sense of self consists of sets of bodily and cognitive dispositions belonging to various
phases of subjectivity transformation and that there is an ultimate phase in which
the  subjectivity becomes immersed in and defined by  a truly transnational 
religious life-world.
Methodology
Since I  was interested in the effects of global relations of power on individual 
religious subjectivities, it was important to collect data from both a labor-sending country and 
a labor-receiving country. I chose Singapore and the Philippines as my field work locations. 
Apart from the practical reasons that came with my being a Filipino graduate  student in a 
Singaporean university, the Philippines is the third-largest exporter of labor in the world, 
which makes it a rich source of data in relation to  what may be called the “culture of 
migration.” Also, Singapore ranked third in the list of countries who imported labor from the 
Philippines in 2006 (Philippine Overseas Employment Agency, 2007).
My fieldwork had two phases. The first phase was in the Philippines from September 
to December of 2008. The output from this phase of the fieldwork included 18 interviews and 
field notes from ethnographic observation. I spoke to evangelical pastors, missionaries, social 
workers, lay missionaries (also called “tentmakers,” a reference to St. Paul who supported his 
own missionary efforts by working as a tentmaker), and former migrant workers. I was also
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able to collect reference materials such as books  and magazines published by evangelical 
networks interested in Filipino migration due to social motivations, religious agenda, or both. 
Hence, this first phase mostly involved the analysis of the interview transcripts  and of the 
discourses mobilized in the evangelical literature I surveyed.
After collecting data from the Philippines, I went back to Singapore on January 2009, 
where I began  the second phase.  While I also conducted interviews there  among  church 
leaders and Filipino migrant workers, the main methodology I used for this phase was 
ethnographic observation. After seeking informed consent from its pastor, I immersed myself 
in the congregational life of the Filipino congregation of the International Baptist Church.   I 
set no particular terminal date for the fieldwork. I simply went about participating regularly 
in their community life, particular Sunday worship services as well as Thursday night group 
meetings with the church’s fellowship of young professionals until the month of December
2010 when I finally left Singapore.
To sum up, my primary data-gathering methodology for this research is the use of 
open-ended interviews.   My secondary methodology is  ethnographic observation.   I also 
gathered literature published  by Filipino evangelical authors and missionaries, which were 
subjected to critical discourse analysis to provide support or help  frame a more nuanced 
understanding of some of the data that came out of our primary methodologies.
There were methodological issues I had to address, especially during the fieldwork 
itself when certain elements of research design had to be re-evaluated in response to situations 
in the field. For instance, I wanted to include in my study the religious movement know as 
the El Shaddai Charismatic Renewal, the biggest charismatic movement in the Philippines. El 
Shaddai presented an interesting case because it was organizationally  integrated into the 
Roman Catholic Church but its  culture could  be argued to be evangelical.   While I was 
initially successful  in networking with El Shaddai’s Singapore chapter, an insurmountable 
obstacle eventually emerged in relation to access. El Shaddai’s home office in Manila
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decided in the end not to give me informed consent to study their organization.   One of the 
reasons they cited was that their recent experiences with academics were unfavorable and the 
image of the organization presented in some academic works were unflattering. Incidentally, 
it was also a crucial time for the organization, as their religious leader was at the time being 
linked  to an unethical financial scheme allegedly involving a powerful politician and 
presidential candidate.  They therefore had many reasons to be careful and little reason to 
trust an academic whom they personally did not know.   Knowing a little bit about my own 
culture, I knew that this obstacle could be surmounted if I had the right contacts highly placed 
within the organization who could vouch for my character or intent. Unfortunately, I had no 
such contacts.
I approached another church community, the Jesus is Lord Church—the biggest 
Pentecostal group in the Philippines—through their Singapore chapter.  I encountered the 
same difficulties.   It was then that I realized that formal letters and the backing of university 
credentials were not enough to  secure access to  these churches.   Research access in  the 
Philippines was something that could be  more easily facilitated by  personal contacts.   I 
decided to use mine.  I started by approaching and interviewing parachurch organizations 
such  as the Institute for Studies in Asian Church and Culture (ISACC), a Christian 
anthropology research think-tank. From there, I managed to secure their support in linking up 
with other Protestant organization such as the media group Far East Broadcasting Company, 
Christian publishing houses such as OMF Literature and Church Strengthening Ministries, 
and  various religious non-government organizations that address social issues related to 
Filipino migrant workers. After cultivating a good impression among key individuals in these 
groups and securing their recommendation, I was finally able to gain  access to religious 
individuals such as pastors, missionaries, tentmakers and churchgoers who experienced being a
migrant worker.
This “snowball sampling”  method thus became my primary method in  securing 
access to Protestant groups in the Philippines.   While this was admittedly something that
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arose out of cultural necessity, it was also a method that had considerable advantages.   The 
disadvantage, of course, was that my access to the bigger picture of religion in the Philippines 
became more limited. Certainly, this work would have been much improved had I managed 
to secure access to bigger groups such as El Shaddai and Jesus is Lord. The methodological 
advantage of using the snowball sampling, however, was that it allowed me to explore the 
institutional connections between various kinds of religious organizations that had a stake in 
the issue of labor migration.   Had I been successful in directly accessing the key churches I 
wanted to study, it may not have occurred to me to widen my research sampling and seek to 
understand the connection  of religious NGO’s, publishing   houses, media groups, and 
religious intellectuals to the issue of labor migration.
When I went back to Singapore to start the second phase of my research, my primary 
field work location was largely determined by the fact that Pastor Rey Navarro of Singapore’s 
International Baptist Church (IBC) was very welcoming and supportive of my work.  This 
was partly because of my background as someone who was a Baptist in my childhood as well 
as the recommendation  of key individuals I had met in the Philippines while conducting my 
research there. From a research perspective, IBC was also a good choice—it had a thriving 
Filipino  congregation and it had a healthy mix of Filipino professionals and unskilled 
workers.  The first steps into integrating me as a participant-observer into the life of the 
church took little effort. The issue of access was no longer a problem.
However, other methodological issues emerged. For the most part, these issues were 
related to my attempt at ethnographic observation while negotiating the pitfalls of being an 
insider and an outsider at the same time. On the one hand, I was a Christian believer in terms 
of social identity. This allowed me to be immediately familiar with the sub-culture’s 
linguistic turns and the emotional  nuances of their communicative acts.  In fact, the main 
methodological pitfall to being an insider is the tendency to make assumptions about what 
certain behaviors mean because they seem similar to behaviors observed in the past in similar 
settings. It becomes difficult to look closer and inspect the symbolic  nuances   that
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differentiate the current field of study from others like it.  On the other hand, I was also a 
student of social science who did not necessarily subscribe to all of the truth claims of the 
church, which made me an outsider. Mine was a position that involved unique challenges. It 
obscured  my ability to observe the IBC in some ways but allowed me access to other 
perspectives, and it allowed me enough social distance to avoid too much identification with 
the object of my study while affording me some rudimentary understanding of the ideology of 
the sub-culture.
Concluding Remarks
Providing a model of social reality in relation to a specific aspect of social life is what 
sociologists do, and that  is what this works attempts to accomplish.   The  aim  here is to 
describe a model of social reality that accounts for the spiritual lives of Filipino evangelical
migrant workers.   Like  the Calvinists studied by Weber, Filipino evangelicals engage in 
practices in the material economic realm that are directly observable, but the meaning behind 
these practices  could be obscured and may, at their core, not be about economics.  What I 
would like to suggest is that, in relation to the lives of Filipino evangelical migrant workers, 
what is important here is to establish that relationships exist not only between the micro and 
the macro but also among the multiple social fields compete in determining the meaning of 
everyday life. Discovering the theoretical pathways to integration can provide a rich account 
of the social phenomenon that we want to understand. Surely, there already exists a treasure 
trove of scholarship on the macro-  and micro-political dimensions of the lives of migrant 
workers,  as well the macro- and micro-economic dimensions of their decision-making 
processes. This work is a humble attempt to show that there is always another facet to the 
same story. We will not neglect issues of power and capital in these pages, but these will be 




Babylon Exile: The Filipino Evangelical View of Labor Migration
Religion and Migration: A View from the Top
When I conducted my interviews, I spoke to both people who might be considered to 
be leaders  in the evangelical community as well as regular  people who have experienced 
working abroad and who tried to comprehend their work experiences in spiritual terms. This 
chapter focuses primarily on the former, while the next chapter focuses on the latter. I spoke 
first to leaders of religious NGO’s, and they connected me to pastors, religious publishers, 
and missionary networks. Their views on the diaspora tended to fall into three major groups.
Diaspora as Divine Destiny
Of the people I spoke with, many espoused a view that the diaspora was part of God’s 
plan. How this view was stated varied from moderate views that God did not wish poverty 
and suffering on the Philippines but would turn into good an evil situation to more radical 
views that God deliberately inflicted economic and political suffering on the nation in order to 
harness the Filipino evangelicals’ missionary potential. One of the more well-known figures I 
spoke to was  Robert “Bob” Lopez, head of the  Philippine Missions Association (PMA). 
When asked of his views on the diaspora, he said:
To me, it’s simple. What is better for a country: to have no money or a huge influx of 
money? It’s the latter, right?  Now, we’ve been having access to OFW remittances 
for decades, so logically we should be reaping the benefits of that. But our economy 
seems to be getting worse, not better. This whole situation, therefore, does not make
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economic sense.  Something spiritual is at work here, something beyond economics
(Lopez, 2008).
His group, PMA, is an alliance of over 130 churches and missions agencies. They are 
one of the bigger missionary alliances in the Philippines and they work with others in order to 
advance what is referred to by conservative evangelicals  as the Great Commission—Jesus’ 
command to spread the gospel to the ends of the earth.  Lopez explains that the core of the 
gospel is missionary in orientation but many  Christians need to be reminded of this and 
trained to think in this manner:
Filipino Protestant Christianity is derivative of North American evangelicalism. And 
if there is one thing that characterizes North American Christianity,   it is its 
individualistic flavor…. Here in the Philippines… it’s still the reason why it’s hard 
for individuals and  churches to  work together—they’re always looking for “my” 
calling, “my” vision.  It’s not biblical.  You have to have a “kingdom” perspective, 
the sense that you’re part of a greater whole, a greater project that is not based on 
your special calling but on God’s will for the world (Lopez, 2008).
PMA hosts training programs both in the Philippines and abroad among Filipinos 
about to work overseas or are already working there. These training programs are designed to 
slowly bring Filipino evangelicals to a realization that they could have a higher purpose in 
working abroad and the commitment to pursue this purpose. Lopez claims:
It takes an average of seven exposures to our talks or meetings for an OFW to go 
from “I repent for not being a part of God’s plan” to “Yes, I think that’s a good idea” 
to “Yes, I’m willing to pray for missions” to “I think  God is calling  me.”  It’s a 
process. (Lopez, 2008).
PMA has been working on these programs for decades.  They have networked with 
other alliances  to form an even bigger mega-alliance  called the Philippines   Missions 
Mobilization Movement (PM3). Speaking of their progress, Lopez narrates:
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I would say that in the past decade, it would be a conservative estimate to say that 
we’ve had 30 to 40,000 people exposed to our message through meetings and events. 
In the Middle East, for the moment we have eight teams of fully committed 
tentmakers—full-time workers who also engage in church-planting and missionary 
work. Members vary from domestic workers and mechanics to nurses and engineers. 
We aim to raise five-hundred  such teams.  We’re also starting to mobilize Filipino 
churches in Europe and the US, but the PMA focuses on the Muslim world.  Our 
other allies in PM3 specialize in other people groups. Together, our goal in PM3 is to 
raise 200,000 Filipino tentmakers in the next decade.
Having said this, Lopez admits that there are difficulties in achieving this goal. 
Convincing and training lay people who have no theological or missionary training to become 
tentmakers is not an easy task.  One issue is the tendency of some Filipino communities 
abroad to become ethnic enclaves instead of encouraging members to integrate themselves 
into the social life of their host societies. He expresses confidence, however, that issues like 
these can be overcome and have indeed been overcome in many places.
Filipinos  are very social—we can overcome denominational differences and come 
together in ministerial groups when abroad.   But like other races, we can be just as 
ethnocentric.   So the vision of ministering to other races or having fellowship with 
them does not always get fulfilled. This is where groups like us come in—to teach 
them to go beyond their cultural comfort zones in order to follow God’s will.  And 
you can see that some churches are also coming to this realization. Take All Nations 
Christian Church in Abu Dhabi. It started out as the All- Filipino Christian Church 
but changed its name because now 30% of the members are non-Filipinos. The same 
can be said of Jesus is Lord Church in New Jersey (Lopez, 2008).
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Churches Built by Migrants for Migrants
The efforts of alliances like PM3 serve as evidence of the commitment of hundreds of 
Filipino evangelical churches to the perspective that the Filipino  diaspora is, at its core, a 
spiritual phenomenon divinely ordained to challenge Filipino evangelicals to seek a greater 
role in world evangelization.  There are those who disagree with this view.   Of those who 
subscribe to this contrary minority perspective, the more well-known of the people I spoke 
with is Pastor Ed Lapiz, head of Day by Day Ministries, a church that was an offshoot of an 
underground church that started among migrant workers in Saudi Arabia.
I don’t romanticize the diaspora. I used to. Like, “Oh, this is our destiny! To share 
the gospel to the world.” This is just a way to console a suffering nation.  Hey, if it 
happens, it happens.   But I don’t think God is making us poor just to turn us into 
missionaries….  Don’t tell me that this is God’s divine will—to impoverish this 
nation, to let our politicians rape us dry so that we could become carriers of the 
gospel! (Lapiz, 2008).
This seems to  be a strange view for a church known for having international 
ministries among Filipino migrants all over the world, but for Lapiz, the role of the church is 
not to actively seek world evangelization but simply to address the needs that arise out of the 
OFW phenomenon. Lapiz explains:
We are in Canada, Japan, West Asia, and in the US, both East and West Coast. Our 
progress in these places range from missionary work to full-blown church-building. 
We have a presence in various countries some of which we cannot reveal right now 
because these are underground churches in places where Christianity is illegal.  We 
do not have a “world conquest agenda.” We don’t aim to start churches everywhere. 
But our people our migrant workers.  They go where they go.  They start a Bible 
study.  Inevitably they grow.  Then they contact us and we offer support.  (Lapiz,
2008).
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During our interview, Lapiz emphasized that the church needs to be active in seeking 
to help alleviate the social costs of the OFW phenomenon and be flexible in offering the kind 
of assistance that fits a particular national context.
There are all sorts of angst that exist among Filipinos in different parts of the world. 
There’s the developed world angst, for instance.  In the First World, Filipinos deal 
with problems concerning money, time, the  fast pace  of  life, and professional 
jealousies. In the Islamic world, Filipinos have to adapt to a system that they may 
find not very friendly to them and their religious orientation. They have to deal with 
the  language barrier, a huge cultural barrier, a religious barrier—everything is 
working  against them. The role of the church is to meet any need that arises. 
Sometimes we even have to let go of our pre-conceived notions about what pastoring 
is about.  For instance, Japan is a completely different case.  99% of our members 
there are illegally overstaying. Ministries focus on what’s important to them—
problems of the heart.  Many of our members have been in Japan for ten, twelve 
years. They cannot go home, because that would mean not being able to return. 
There is profound loneliness among people who experience social isolation. All sorts 
of liaisons happen. This woman becomes involved with that man, and they’re both 
married in the Philippines with kids.   They join the church choir and someone tells 
our leaders they’re adulterers. Well, you can’t start a witch hunt, or no one would be 
left!  We try not to be judgmental.  We let them process their own theologies and 
their own issues.   We are a spiritual hospital, not a display window for the morally 
upright. If they come for counseling, we offer counseling. We just try to be there for 
them. We don’t confront them when they’re not ready. They need to be supported, 
not to be preached at (Lapiz, 2008).
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Focusing on the social issues
It is interesting to note that from the religious imperative to meet the needs of the 
suffering emerge programs that are not, strictly speaking, purely religious.   Many of  the 
activities of their churches address social issues, and they find themselves networking  with 
secular institutions  in order to achieve their goals.  Part of the motivation to be helpful in 
addressing problems related to labor migration is the idea that being a witness for the gospel 
does not necessarily involve words but actions.  This is why  Day by Day  has ministries 
related to the Filipino diaspora both locally and abroad.
Our ministries abroad are not limited to our members.  They are extended to the 
entire Filipino communities. It just happens that many of our people become leaders. 
In Saudi Arabia we raise money for runaway maids who are starving and rotting in 
our embassy and getting raped by our own people there—or so they report. We raise 
money for them to send them back home.  Of course the embassy and the DFA are 
quick to claim the credit, but most of the time, we are the ones raising the money for 
their repatriation. We’re the ones who visit prisons, talk to Filipinos, help them with 
legal troubles, smuggle letters  in and out of prison from or to their families… the 
embassy people don’t do these kinds of things. And even if they wanted to they don’t 
have the people.  But really,  the most important thing that we do is to provide a 
family setting for Filipinos. We become an extension of home. As for local 
ministries, we try to make it as unofficial as possible.   Our ministries simply happen 
or they don’t depending on what needs are seen and the level of commitment of the 
people who see these needs.  We have young people starting ministries with other 
young adults. These are “ate/kuya” [i.e. big sister/big brother ministries].   We have 
groups for wives  whose husbands are abroad.  We have groups for  wives whose 
husbands never returned; we call these groups of “abandonadas” the I-will-survive
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groups.   We don’t force people to serve in programs.  We play it by feel. If you’re 
embedded in our group it becomes second-nature that you to want to help.
While some pastors are debating the theological significance of the diaspora, others 
take a more pragmatic approach. As Jojo Manzano, theology professor at the Asian 
Theological seminary, declares: “The church is divided on the issue of labor migration. Some 
are encouraging workers to go abroad, some aren’t. Personally, as a pastor, I don’t care about 
the abstract issues involved.  I just go where they go and minister to them there” (Manzano,
2008).
A couple of the more practical people I’ve met in gathering data are Titus and Beth 
Laxa, a husband-and-wife team who led ministries in Malaysia in the 1990s and are now back 
in the Philippines heading a non-government  organization, Kapatid Ministries, that focus on 
helping the families of OFW’s to cope with their situation. They regularly visit OFW 
families, host  financial management seminars, and  network with schools and government 
agencies to help family members of OFWs to upgrade their skills or  pursue dependable 
investment opportunities. Titus Laxa explains:
In the Philippines, one of the major problems among family members left behind by 
an OFW is the lack of a good rolemodel.  And sometimes there is resentment. Kids 
who resent their mothers for “not being there,” for instance, seeming not to notice the 
monthly remittances they receive. Or husbands take in another woman while taking 
financial support from a wife abroad.  Our ministry is to orient their families about 
their situation. We explain to them that they should work, not depend on the OFWs 
too much. What happens is that sometimes OFWs end up shouldering their family’s 
wants and not just their needs.  As a result, they never reach their target goal of 
saving enough money to be able to come home and establish an alternative source of 
livelihood.  It’s as  much their family’s fault as theirs.   They make very foolish 
financial decisions sometimes.  We teach them to save money.  That’s one of our
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advocacies—financial stewardship.  90% of OFW families go to malls every week.
50% of remittances go to frivolous consumptions, not needs. It’s so sad when people 
whose goal was to work for two years end up having to stay abroad for more than a 
decade (Laxa, 2008).
In  sum, while evangelicals disagree on the spiritual significance of  the Filipino 
diaspora, their discourses seem to share certain themes.  There is the shared idea that God 
calls the church to be involved. For Lopez, involvement means participating in world 
evangelization. For Lapiz, involvement means just doing what churches do to exercise 
compassion in an unfortunate situation.   For Laxa, involvement means addressing the social 
problems that emerge out of the OFW phenomenon. Whatever their views, they all agree that 
Filipino evangelicals need to take an active role in larger issues related to labor migration 
instead of just sitting in the sidelines. In the history of Protestantism, this is not the first time 
that a  national Protestant community is  faced with the challenge of situating their own 
theologies within a framework of understanding that addresses the issue of migration.
The Protestant Framing of the Idea of “Exile”
One key historical example of how Protestants make sense of migration as a response 
to political or economic realities is the famous “Great Migration” of the Puritans in the 17th 
century. The phenomenon started as a religious issue, spilled over to other realms of social 
life, and was then re-interpreted within  a religious framework that influenced and guided 
Puritans in their social behavior.
The Great Migration of the Puritans in the 1630s saw thousands of English Puritans 
migrating  to Massachusetts Bay in New England. Estimates place the total number of 
migrants in this decade between 6,000 to 20,000 people.  One estimate pegs the number at 
around 14,000 colonists by the year 1640—an impressive number compared to the number of 
colonists in other New England colonies by 1640, which would be between 1,000 to 3,000
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people per colony (Crouse, 1932, p.4).  By  today’s standards, the migration of  even  the 
maximum estimate of 20,000 people within the period of a decade may seem insignificant. 
Nevertheless, there are key demographic characteristics  of this group of migrants that have 
ensured them a special place in the Protestant imagination.
Those who took part in the Great Migration were, overwhelmingly, middle to upper-
middle class nuclear families instead of single males looking for adventure or an opportunity 
for profit (Anderson, 1985, p. 349).  This is one reason why there are also scholars who 
question the significance of economic or political factors in the Great Migration. They 
question why farmers who were used to bad harvests and who were secure in their own lands 
would remedy their   economic  uncertainty  by venturing  into what   was essentially  a 
wilderness—an even more uncertain economic proposition—instead of trying their luck in 
more established colonies  (Crouse,  1932, p. 35).  It was also noteworthy that most of the 
migrants were middle-class yeomen and skilled craftsmen. There were very few men of true 
influence from the upper classes involved   in the colonization  of Massachusetts Bay 
(Anderson, 1985, p. 365).  Given that such men would be the most vulnerable ones in the 
event of a  Puritan crackdown, political motivations as a  significant push factor likewise 
become questionable.
To understand the nature of individual motivations behind The Great Migration, one 
must understand the geographies of the Puritan mind and its understanding of history.   Here 
we turn to the work  of Zakai (1992) who  argues that  the motivations behind the Puritan 
migration to America can be traced to Puritan historiography—that is, ecclesiastical history as a
unique mode of historical thought. This mode of historical thought sees human history as a 
linear plot that is the unfolding of the Biblical story, which starts with humanity’s spiritual 
fall  and ends with the establishment of God’s kingdom in heaven and  earth.  As history 
unfolds in space and time, the Puritan mind considered it the role of good Christians to read 
the times, situate the  historical location of the Christian people in relation to the  greater 
prophetic narrative that guides history, and to act accordingly as agents of God’s will in the
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material realm. Migration, especially the mass migration of a group of people as a response 
to God’s call, falls within the field of possible human acts utilized in the service of God’s 
divine will. It is a classic plot device in ecclesiastical history, and one that certainly made an 
impression on English Puritans of the 1630s as they struggled to understand their unique role 
in history.
Zakai presents two types of religious migration in the Christian tradition. He calls the 
first type the “Genesis” migration.  The Genesis migration is primarily characterized by a 
desire to spread the word of God, with a geographic center serving as the Eden from which all 
divine blessings emanated. The initial migrations calling for the colonization of New 
England were Genesis migrations in that one of the key motivations was to spread the word of 
God in the land of the “Indians.” More importantly it saw England as central to God’s divine 
plan, a key agent in the unfolding of divine history.
At some point, as the persecutions increased and the New England colonies became 
more  established, Zakai argues that the migrations shifted from a Genesis mode to an 
“Exodus” framework. Exodus migrations are characterized by a willful escape from a 
demonized political entity.  In the case of the Puritans, they saw themselves as a chosen 
people similar to Biblical Israel and England was becoming their Egypt. If the Genesis mode 
saw Puritans being pulled from their comfort zone by a desire to fulfill the “divine errand” of 
spreading God’s word and expanding God’s kingdom on earth, the Exodus mode had them 
fleeing from an England that they stopped seeing as central to God’s plan and started viewing 
with suspicion as being, together with the Catholic Church, synonymous with the Beast. The 
Exodus mode of migration ensured that the colonization of Massachusetts Bay would not be, 
at least in the minds of the original settlers, merely a political or economic project but chiefly 
a spiritual one. An Exodus migration demanded that a people not only find a new home but 
to establish a specific kind of home—a nation with a Christian soul. In the Puritan 
imagination, the colonization project was part of the unfolding of sacred time through  the 
creation of sacred space.
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This creation of sacred space, however, was  not merely a mental exercise, for it 
entailed backbreaking physical labor. Everyone had to be a farmer, even the craftsman or the 
religious scholar (French, 1955, p. 57). So while “spreading God’s word among the Indians” 
was one part of what they considered their divine errand, it was more realistic to focus on the 
aspect of the errand which pertained to creating a “city upon a hill,” the Christian metaphor 
for a God-centered   society which would spread God’s word, not necessarily through 
deliberate effort, but through serving as an example.
What was accomplished by the Puritan social experiment at theocracy building was to 
validate or further encourage certain ideas circulating in the ideological landscape of 
Protestantism. Firstly, it showed that the creation of the city upon a hill is indeed possible, 
not just as a spiritual ideal but  as a political reality.   It destabilized a binary order that 
separated the Augustinian City of God from the politics of the “earthly city.” Secondly, the 
dominant themes in Puritan religious migration, especially in the Genesis mode—themes such 
as God’s deliberate choosing of  an entire people as an agent  of  divine will in prophetic 
history,  the centrality of certain geographic spaces as crucial sources of blessing or 
destinations for the spiritually enterprising, and the importance of claiming societies for God 
and using migration as a tool of  spiritual conquest—were somewhat validated, and their 
variations have echoed across time and space in the Protestant imagination. And finally, the 
Puritan colonists have served as a model of what happens when you integrate spiritual zeal 
with a Protestant economic ethic.
Labor in itself was not sacred, but if labor in some way contributed  to the divine 
errand—spreading the word of God and creating the city upon a hill—then it would indeed be 
valuable, sacred labor.  The result  of the above themes  being reinforced in the Protestant 
imagination is the  creation of a Protestant ideal that  mixes together a desire for  a godly 
society, an obsession with proper conduct in everyday life,  and the positive valuation of 
willingness to engage in godly labor—to the point of transplanting oneself from one’s social 
zone of comfort—in order to advance the interests of the kingdom of God.
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A century after the Great Migration, Massachusetts Bay and the rest of New England 
would not be as  religious as  the original settlers thought it would be.    Finke and Stark 
describe the average colony of the time as being populated by “drifters, gamblers, confidence 
tricksters, whores, and saloon keepers” (1992, p. 33). After another century, Puritan 
congregationalism itself would be dying in strength, overtaken in time by the more “extreme” 
and “emotional” Methodists of whom Weber was not very fond (Finke and Stark, 1992, p.
54).  In this sense, the Puritan experiment was a failure.  But to the extent that it inspired 
certain ideals and that these ideals lived on in other groups such as the Methodists (and after 
them, the Pentecostals), then the Great Migration of the Puritans certainly served its purpose.
Empire, Decolonization, Reverse Missionization
The next few centuries would witness the increase of missionary efforts in the case of 
what would become the British Empire as well as the other colonial powers.   Both ordinary 
people and  official church agents would find themselves making the choice of  crossing 
oceans and traveling through vast lands in order to preach the Christian message to peoples 
yet unreached by the gospel. This religious nationalism that has been exploited by states and 
empires from the days of Constantine the Great to further their own political   ends 
(Greenslade, 1981), thus establishing a repeated pattern of Christian complicity in the abuses 
of political power.
As  in  the cases of other nations conquered by European powers, the colonial 
experience of the Philippines would certainly attest to power of the corrupting influence of 
politics in the religious sphere given how the Spanish friars went about acquiring lands for the 
Catholic orders, securing their own political  power over communities  through   parish 
churches, and working closely at times  with  the colonial government to overcome native 
resistance (Cunningham, 1916; Pilapil, 1961). Both the Padroado system and the centralized
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nature of the Catholic Church were crucial factors in exploiting religious nationalism and the
Genesis mode of religious migration for imperialist ends.
The British case was a little bit different from the Spanish in that, obviously, British 
Christians saw England and not Rome as the center of God’s will and power on earth.   But 
essentially, given that Anglicanism was state-sponsored and centralized, it would be hard to 
ignore how tightly religion had become involved in the imperial project when a famous figure 
such as David Livingstone, Scottish Congregationalist and missionary to Africa, had such a 
motto as “Christianity, commerce, and civilization.” This motto implied a fundamental belief 
in the unity and coordination among the social spheres involved in the three-pronged project 
that was the religious, economic, and socio-cultural transformation of Africa (Nkomazana,
1998).
While it is  easy to cite instances in which missionary institutions were blatantly 
corrupted and used for the purposes of the empire, we cannot ignore the instances in which 
the goals of missionaries were exposed as not exactly being in complete congruence with the
goals of imperialism, particularly during the 20th  century era of decolonization (Stuart, 2003;
Kalu, 2003).  Cases such as that of Hannah Stanton, illustrate the ideological struggles that 
can occur in the mind of a missionary when the goals of cultural imperialism are confronted 
by the implications of what it means to truly follow a “Christian vocation” (Gaitskell, 2003). 
Stanton was an advocate and practitioner of the missionary  principle of identification with 
people through sharing their living conditions.  In essence, this implied a deeper belief that 
the transmission of  religious ideals depended not on  cultural transmission from a higher 
“civilization” but from cultural and social dialogue.   Missionaries like  Stanton are called 
“tentmakers,”  a term that harks back to the missionary St. Paul who, in the early days of 
Christianity,  was not totally dependent on economic support from churches but instead 
worked as a maker of tents in the cities he visited. For tentmakers, embodying the authentic 
spirituality of a Christian vocation entailed immersion in the host society by sharing in its 
productive activities, uniting body and spirit in not only preaching the Christian message but
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also practicing it in the context of work in everyday life.   The idea behind tentmaking is to 
understand the host society and not to impose on it, and this is done by sharing in the labor of 
others and, if necessary, in their suffering the way Stanton shared not only in the “dust, heat, 
flies, and bucket sanitation,” but also in “some of the insecurity of the future” (Gaitskell,
2003, p. 240)
In the 20th  century, economic globalization has replaced political empire-building as 
the dominant force that shapes the global system.  Protestant networks have had to adapt to 
the realities of decolonization, but they have continued to expand in different  ways.  The 
intensification of the movement of Christian media as well as Christian individuals across
national borders has helped the spread of Christianity in ways  that made traditional 
missionaries redundant in but the most closed-off societies. In the process of decolonization, 
migration from the periphery towards the center of old or dead empires became the norm as 
the demand for more labor by the advanced industrialized economies of old conquerors could 
not be met by their falling birthrates.   As the world became more networked and economies 
became more open, it became virtually possible for anyone to go anywhere for work, the ease 
of which depending on the economic demand for labor in a given area and on the level of 
strictness of a country’s regulations on migration.  The influx of Third World migrants into 
more advanced economies has been dubbed by some as a kind of “reverse colonization.”  In 
some cases, reverse missionization also occurred as Christians from poorer countries were 
now  in a position to preach the Christian message in more affluent countries that were 
becoming less religious. During what had been the era of empires, missionaries moved with 
the political agents of civilization and economic agents of commerce towards the periphery. 
As   migration  trends  changed  in  the  era  of  political  decolonization  and  economic 
globalization, missions strategies also needed to make some changes. Christians from the 
global south would find that they needed to respond to the challenge. Filipino evangelicals 
are an example of this.
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Religious Nationalism in the Philippines
Globalization coincided with sweeping changes in the Philippine economy and the 
rise of  religious nationalism among its Protestant churches.   In  the field of  religion, the 
migration trend had been predominantly one-sided, with Western agents of religion going into 
Philippine  territory and imparting their version of Protestant theology among the local 
populace.  This one-sided arrangement reflected a similarly one-sided arrangement between 
the Philippines and America in the political sphere (Suarez, 1999, p. 19).
Two trends changed this one-sided arrangement.  The first is the decision in the late
1960s on the part of Philippine government  leaders to build the necessary institutions to 
encourage Filipinos to work abroad. There was a dramatic change in the volume of Filipinos 
leaving the country for overseas jobs. The second trend is globalization. The new ease with 
which humans and capital resources could be moved in the late twentieth century affected 
Asian churches in that they started to realize that they themselves could send and support their 
own missionaries without depending on foreign missions agencies. These two factors 
combined to encourage  among Filipino evangelicals the formation of what would be the 
phenomenological foundation for the Filipino evangelical missionary agenda.
International  labor migration  became   part of normal,  everyday reality   in the 
Philippines. Before the 1970s, this was not the case. International travel was an experience 
reserved  for the rich who traveled for business, their children who studied abroad, or 
professionals who wanted to permanently immigrate into another country with their families. 
Moreover, most of these migrations involved going to the United States because of the 
Philippines’ historical and institutional ties with America. Within half a century, international 
labor migration would become common experience for the middle-classes and the poor, with 
one out five workers opting to work abroad, and their choice of destination would no longer 
be limited to America.
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While the economic landscape was changing, so was Protestantism. Evangelistic zeal 
had always been what set apart the Filipino Protestant from the Filipino Catholic. However, 
when the economic changes of the 1970s slowly transformed Philippine society into a labor-
exporting country, a new dimension emerged in the Filipino Protestant sense of self-identity. 
In previous sections, I discussed Zakai’s work on the Protestant mode of historical thought—a 
religious ideology which had two kinds, the  Genesis mode and  the Exodus mode.   The 
Genesis mode emphasized the centrality of a nation in fulfilling God’s will on earth, while the 
Exodus mode pushed people to migrate and create a godly city in another land even as they 
demonized their nation of origin in their collective imagination. As Filipinos were pushed into 
labor migration in record numbers, mostly because of economic reasons, Filipino Protestant 
leaders, too, began to create their own ideology of exile.  I propose that this ideology is of 
neither the Genesis nor the Exodus type. Instead, I propose to elaborate on the distinct mode 
of exile embraced by the Filipino Protestant communities, one that I call Babylon exile.
There  are  elements  in   this  ideology  that  it   shares  in  common  with  global 
Protestantism. Martin’s (1985) concepts of “visible virgins” and “notional Israels” are useful 
here.  According to Martin, Catholicism is a tactile, visible religion, and Catholics derive 
some sense of unity out of the visibility of religious icons in society, especially that of the 
Virgin Mary. In contrast, Protestants are drawn together by more abstract themes of 
identification with Biblical Israel. One such theme is that of being a chosen people. As the 
nation of Israel was chosen by the God of the Bible to manifest God’s divine purpose and 
power in the world, most national Protestant communities hold a view of themselves as being 
specifically chosen for the manifestation of divine purpose in earthly history.
This ideology has been shared by Protestants throughout history. We have previously 
spoken of the British Puritans who, at first, saw England as the geographic center of God’s 
divine power on earth and then later saw that purpose to be the colonization of America and 
the creation of an enduring theocracy.  For good or ill, the idea that Protestant communities 
within nations are chosen for a specific divine purpose has been adapted by many Protestants
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and persists to this day among modern evangelicals. For instance, the idea of being a chosen 
people with a destiny tied to the land helped crystallize Afrikaner cultural identity in South 
Africa and shaped their social policies (Akenson, 1992; Moodie, 1975). And when evangelist 
Billy Graham prophesied in 1978 that Singapore was to become the Antioch of Asia,1   the 
local Singaporean churches embraced the prophecy, and it  persists to  this day among 
Singaporean Protestants as an image of what they can become.2     As for the Philippines, the 
changes in both the economic  and religious fields have contributed to the creation  of the 
evangelical religious ideology of Babylon exile.
What is Babylon exile? It is the field of religion’s response to the economic 
uncertainties  brought about by changes in the Philippine economic landscape and its 
increased  dependence on labor  migration for economic growth.  Drawn from the analogy 
between the Philippine diaspora and the situation of the Biblical Jews exiled into all corners 
of the Babylonian empire that conquered  them, Babylon exile frames labor migration as a 
punishment, as a historically meaningful and significant event, and as a temporary setback 
that  hints at the promise of homecoming. It transforms the Filipino diaspora from an 
economic into a religious phenomenon.  It discards the representation of the migrant worker 
as one tossed about by impersonal economic  forces into an image of individuals who can 
actively participate in the unfolding of divine history by choosing to honor God’s will even 
in—or especially through—exile.
The Babylon ideology shares with the Genesis ideology the idea of being chosen and 
the perception that  a specific geographical territory is essential to God’s plans in human 
history. With these ideas postulated as true, it becomes possible for believers to work 
backwards and re-interpret in a way that fits the framework of the ideology all historical
1 Antioch was an important city in the history of Christianity’s early growth, specifically as a nexus of
Christian missionary activity.
2 While some Singaporean Protestants already see Singapore as “the Antioch of Asia,” the reality is
that South Korea’s training and financial support for Christian missionary activity remains second only
to the United States and is therefore larger than Singapore’s. Nevertheless, Singapore’s contribution
to global Christian missions is impressive given its smaller population of Christians, and it is not
outside the realm of possibility for it to overtake South Korean missionary efforts in a few decades.
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events that lead to the present. In the case of the Philippines, the economic exile suffered by 
migrant workers since the 1970s becomes colored by comparisons to the Jewish diaspora. 
Three hundred years  of  Spanish colonialism becomes reduced to  God’s way of  bringing 
Christianity  to the Philippines, American colonialism becomes the divine instrument of 
teaching Filipinos the English language, and poverty becomes the catalyst to the massive 
labor migration that allows tens of thousands of Filipino Christians to be strategically placed 
in over a hundred countries so that they may be given the opportunity to communicate their 
faith to unbelievers. Moreover, all of these together are perceived to be necessary elements in 
shaping Filipinos to be the kind of workers that could be of use to God’s plan of bringing the 
gospel to all nations.   Pastor Ed Lapiz, whose church started as a  gathering of migrant 
workers, is quoted in Manzano and Solina  (2007): “In God’s sovereign will, our people’s 
experience as the colonized rather than the colonizer, the hospitable rather than the aggressor, 
and the adaptable rather than the conqueror have molded us into the kind of workforce sought 
after anywhere in the world.”
There is one key  difference, however, between the Filipino Protestant’s belief in 
being chosen and the earlier forms of the Genesis ideology in Protestant history. In the case 
of the Puritan migration, the Genesis ideology was tied to the cultural sense  of self-
importance that was characteristic of being an imperialist power. Even the American 
missionaries who went to the Philippines were influenced by a religious  adaptation of the 
concept of “the white man’s burden.” In contrast, Babylon exile is predicated upon the idea 
that God chose the Filipinos because of—and not in spite of—their very lack of political and 
economic power.
Under  this framework, economic liability becomes a spiritual asset.  Evangelicals 
who hold this view see labor migration in a positive light or, at worst, an evil phenomenon 
that can be redeemed for God’s purpose.  This purpose, according to Filipino  evangelical 
leaders, is to proclaim the gospel in the farthest corners  of the world and to use Filipino 
migrant workers as God’s informal missionaries.  Filipinos are “divinely dispersed” because
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God seeks to transform them from mere economic workers to spiritual witnesses in the same 
way  that St. Peter was famously transformed from a fisherman to a “fisher of men.” 
According to this perspective, God chose  Filipinos for the task—and this is where  many 
Filipino evangelicals end up engaging in all sorts of racial essentialisms—because of their 
innate friendliness,  hospitality,  and a host of other characteristics that make them “natural 
evangelists” (Lopez, 2004, p. 203).
According to Bob Lopez of the Philippine Missions Association (PMA):
Filipinos have been  sovereignly positioned by God all over the world as contract 
workers, effectively circumventing  the barriers that hinder traditional missionaries. 
Today, tens of thousands  of Filipino Christians are strategically poised to make a 
major spiritual impact in the most unevangelized places and people groups (Lopez,
2007).
The Babylon ideology also shares similarities with the Exodus ideology, particularly 
in its recognition of the corrupt nature of the motherland.  As the Biblical Israelites fled the 
social injustice and the idolatries of Egypt, Filipino  migrant workers are framed as exiles 
fleeing from the spiritual corruption of the Philippines.  So while the Genesis framework 
leads Filipinos to identify with the Biblical Israelites in terms of being divinely chosen, the 
Exodus framework—this time framing the Philippines as both Egypt and Israel—leads them 
to view the diaspora as a punishment.  Some evangelical leaders exhort that this is the time 
for a national moral renewal. They see Filipino labor migration in negative terms, 
emphasizing the social cost of broken families and increased  juvenile delinquency among 
youths whose parents are abroad.  For them, the fact that one out five Filipino workers is 
forced to find a job abroad is God’s punishment for the moral corruption that has penetrated 
Filipino social institutions. God is scattering the Filipino people into exile in the same way 
that God scattered the Jews because of disobedience. These evangelical leaders see 
corruption and injustice as being more than just the systemic failure of political and economic
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institutions.    Instead, these institutional failures are seen to be mere manifestations of the 
moral corruption that has established itself in Philippine society
However, there are at least two elements that differentiate the Babylon ideology from 
the Exodus ideology.  Firstly, central to the former is the idea of returning to the homeland. 
This idea has both a macro and micro aspect.  The macro aspect exists in the hope that one 
day, when the nation’s moral regeneration is achieved, that Philippine economic and political 
systems will be sufficiently successful and free from corruption so that God will finally lead 
the Filipinos home and massive labor migration will become a thing of the past. The micro 
aspect exists in the belief that migration is temporary and that this temporary period in the 
migrant worker’s life will be used by God to channel divine blessings onto oneself and one’s 
family if one is willing to serve God through one’s work.
Secondly, the Babylon ideology addresses not just spiritual but earthly concerns. In A 
Higher Purpose for your Overseas Job, a training manual for would-be tentmakers, there are 
definite echoes of Luther’s redefining of the concept of vocation as emphasized in the Weber 
thesis:
When we think of a person being “full-time,” we usually think of a pastor or a paid 
church worker who spends all of their time doing church-related work. If a pastor 
works at  a secular job to support his family, he is often judged as not having 
enough faith to be “full-time” for God. The basic message is that somehow laymen 
are second-class Christians. As we consider the issue of tentmaker missionaries, it 
is important that we place the Word of God above the traditions of man. There are 
strong biblical grounds for believing that a godly Christian businessman or skilled 
worker is equally as important in the plan of God as a paid church worker (Claro,
2007, p. 12)
In Worker to Witness, the tentmaker is defined as “a Christian who works abroad and 
intentionally engages in bringing people of another culture into a growing relationship with
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Christ” (Manzano and Solina, 2007, p. 28). The course book continues by explaining further 
the role of a Filipino tentmaker in cross-cultural missions:
There are essentially two ministry skills that a tentmaker must have—personal 
evangelism and discipleship.  These two skills involve relationships.  Filipinos are 
relational people so it should not be difficult for anyone to develop these skills…. 
Discipleship is a process of bringing a new believer into a deeper and growing 
relationship with God and with other believers.  This contributes to the planting of 
new churches of to the growth of existing churches. The process often takes longer in 
cross-cultural situations. Although discipleship is a lifelong process, tentmakers can 
help lay foundations.
Both manuals contain not only advice on sharing the gospel but detailed 
recommendations about various issues that concern migrant workers.  While maintaining a 
tone that suggests keeping to a Bible-based framework, both these works deal with issues that 
are not strictly religious. Worker to Witness, for example, has chapters on managing finances, 
keeping communication lines open with family members, and dealing with culture shock.
Conclusion and Summary
We started this chapter by exploring some of the themes that emerge from Filipino 
evangelical discourse in relation to labor migration. Pastoral discourse represents the attempt 
to make sense of labor migration in religious terms, and we see this discourse disseminated to 
popular evangelical culture by pastors such  as Ed Lapiz.  Religious NGO’s like  Kapatid 
Ministries emerge out of the church’s belief that labor migration has a negative social effects, 
but that the root of social problems are spiritual ones and can only be truly addressed by 
spiritual solutions.  Institutions  related to the creation and dissemination  of media such as 
publishers (e.g. OMF Literature, Church Strengthening Ministries, etc.) and bookstores (e.g. 
Philippine Christian Bookstore) regularly partner with missions networks (e.g. Philippine
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Missions Association) to train evangelical OFW’s to see in their situation a divine leading and 
to take this opportunity to become not only effective economic providers but agents of world 
evangelization as tentmakers.  The overall result is a discourse that frames labor migration 
within a mode of historical understanding centered on the unfolding of God’s will in history.
We explored the roots of this discursive tradition by looking at a key example, the 
Great Migration of the Puritans in the 17th  century.  We take note of Zakai’s typology of at 
least two modes of Protestant historical understanding in relation to migration: the Genesis
mode and the Exodus mode.  After taking note that the ideas of Genesis and Exodus exiles 
have endured through the history of colonialism and decolonization, we looked specifically at 
Philippine Protestantism and proposed a third mode—the Babylon exile. The idea of Babylon 
exile, like many ideologies of religious nationalism, sets one’s own country as the center of 
God’s divine will.  But while many such ideologies base religious nationalism  on cultural, 
economic, or political  superiority—Babylon  exile frames the migration   as a kind of 
punishment, an exile that nevertheless highlights the ability of individuals to become spiritual 
agents of God’s will from a position of relative social inferiority.
In this chapter we explored the  religious nationalism that underlies the  discourse 
related to labor migration prevalent among many Filipino evangelical community leaders. In 
the next chapter, we look at narratives of individuals who worked in places such as Thailand, 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and North America and built communities peopled by individuals who 
feel that communicating their faith requires work in addition to words.
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Chapter 3
Scattered: Narratives of Filipino Evangelical Engagement among the Nations
The Protestant ethic may have been started by the European Calvinists of Weber’s 
thesis, but it can be argued the ethic is something that has been transmitted across time and 
space, closely related to Protestantism’s history of migration This history starts with the 
parallel developments of Lutheranism and Calvinism in Europe, evolves into the Methodism 
of John Wesley, becomes transmitted to America in the form of big tent revival meetings, 
travels further to post-colonial societies such as the Philippines through missionary efforts 
and local indigenization, and now becomes part of the transnational practices of hundreds of 
thousands of evangelical migrant workers dispersed globally from the global South of which 
Filipinos represent a significant block.   Indeed, the evolution of pre-industrial Protestantism 
to contemporary global evangelicalism had to go through several phases of spatial migration 
and ideological modification, of which the most crucial  involved Wesleyan Methodism in 
eighteenth-century Britain (Kent, 2002), the Holiness movement and its Pentecostal offshoots 
in America (Blumhofer, 1993), and the global expansion  of evangelical Christianity in the 
twentieth century (Anderson, 2004; Kärkkäinen, 2009; Lewis, 2004).
In all these strains or incarnations, it can be argued that Protestantism has been an 
active social force. The primary argument inspired by the Weber thesis is that Protestantism 
actively shaped the private economic sphere by helping believers transform into individuals 
more suitably adapted towards the pursuit of social mobility. Hill (1973: 185) alludes to this 
as the “escalator theory,” drawn from the work of Halevy (1924: 339) who wrote about how 
Wesleyan Methodism in its early days  had contributed to opening the channels of social 
mobility to the British working class.
But Protestantism is  also arguably influential even in the public political sphere 
where it has been used as the discursive medium either to challenge dominant ideologies, as
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in the case of Methodism’s  active   role in inspiring  nineteenth-century   working-class 
movements both in Britain (Wearmouth, 1946) and America (Gutman, 1966), or to aid in the 
justification of oppressive regimes, as is apparent in accounts of contemporary evangelical 
Protestantism as being conservative (Lalive D’espinay, 1969) and/or authoritarian (Chesnut,
1997).
Filipino Migrant Workers and Christian Religious Networks
Pastor Don Ibarra was a lay pastor who had spent almost two decades as leader in an 
underground evangelical church in Saudi Arabia from the 1980s to the 1990s. During work 
hours, he was a bank manager. The rest of his time was spent coordinating church activities, 
organizing new ways of gathering worshippers while eluding the religious police, and finding 
ways to help those who were unfortunate enough to be arrested in an environment that was 
intolerant of religious practices outside of Wahhabist Islam. His church’s prison ministry was 
established after an incident  particularly crippling to the organization in which forty-seven 
people and several lay pastors were arrested during a church service disguised as birthday 
party:
In 1989, our leader, Pastor Edward Pena, had to leave Saudi Arabia.   We knew the 
religious authorities were on to him and it would only be a matter of time till he was 
arrested.  Around the time of the first Gulf  War, forty-seven of our  people were 
arrested. Our safe house was compromised and our membership base of more than 
three hundred people shrank to sixty as people feared for their safety. Soon after that 
we re-organized by dividing our organization into four smaller groups. We learned to 
be more careful, less visible. But more importantly, we learned that we could not just 
focus on spiritual things. Our embassy could not adequately address the needs of the 
incarcerated. We had to take care of things ourselves.
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In order to visit the prison without compromising   themselves, they needed a 
legitimate reason to do so. Working with the Philippine embassy was the obvious solution. 
They requested that the embassy certify them as embassy volunteers.   The embassy, at first 
reluctant, eventually agreed, for they too had their own troubles. The embassy was short on 
financial resources and manpower, and the evangelical community was offering both. Thus, 
an alliance was formed between  a political and a religious institution, bound by common 
struggles in a foreign land. However, the alliance was not an easy one, according to Pastor 
Ibarra:
Philippine embassy officials do not see themselves as servants of the people but as 
their masters.  To help people, we had to network with them,  and to do that we 
needed to know how to deal with them. We flattered them, bought them lunch, got 
them new computers—whatever it  took to get them moving and make the cases 
progress.
From this statement, several themes concerning the nature of this alliance emerge: the 
church’s frustration with the embassy’s attitude, the church’s resorting to underhanded tactics 
of flattery and bribery, and the perception and resentment that the church was doing what 
ought to be the work of the embassy.
When asked about how churches ought to behave in  cultural contexts where the 
religious markets are tightly controlled or even monopolistic, most of the pastors I spoke with 
emphasized that the church always ought to respect the authorities and the law of the land. 
This is consistent with common knowledge that in the Philippines, as in many other places, 
evangelicals are often unwilling to engage in political confrontation, looking to Romans 13 as 
the guideline for godly behavior in the political sphere. Suarez (1999) points out that Filipino 
Protestants have had a history of ideological captivity, first under American colonialism, then 
under the dominant classes and families that transformed the country into a massive network 
of national and local oligarchies.   When pressed further as to how they can defend their
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statement that  they remain respectful of local laws even  though they continue to support 
evangelistic  efforts in countries where such efforts are illegal, pastors find discursively 
creative ways to justify  proselytization while  maintaining their self-image  as law-abiding 
migrants.  Pastor Edward Pena, mentor to Pastor Don Ibarra in Saudi Arabia during the
1980s, asserts: “We respect the authorities. They pretend we don’t exist, and we oblige them 
by doing our best to stay invisible.”   For  Pastor Pena, there exists a kind of  unspoken 
cooperation between the religious police and the underground Christian churches. The state, 
realizing that it cannot fully obliterate the practice of Christianity among migrant workers in 
Saudi Arabia, is happy to relax their control and turn a blind eye to Christians as long as they 
remain hidden.
This emphasis on teaching migrant evangelicals to share their faith and become 
“witnesses” for Christ—to the point of risking conflict with local authorities—is the logical 
consequence of the institutional support for what we described in the previous chapter as the 
Babylon ideology of exile in Philippine evangelical churches. The Philippine Missions 
Mobilization Movement (PM3), the mega-network that includes the PMA, has declared its 
goal of raising 200,000 tentmakers within the next ten years. For Filipino evangelical leaders, 
the numbers are staggering and yet possibly realistic.  Given that 10% of the eight-million 
Filipino migrant workers are  evangelicals, if  the churches were able to  mobilize even a 
quarter of them into adapting a tentmaker lifestyle, then that would amount to around 200,000 
self-supporting, English-speaking, part-time missionaries.   To put things in perspective, it is 
estimated that there are only around 400,000 full-time evangelical missionaries in the world 
today,  and training, deploying, and supporting these missionaries is costing evangelical 
churches, missions agencies,  and other parachurch institutions an estimated thirteen billion 
US dollars per year (Barrett and Johnson, 2001).
While there may be little difference on the surface between the works of Pastor Ibarra 
in his prison ministry and that of a social worker or an embassy official, the touch of divine 
motivation that colors Pastor Ibarra’s work differently and influences how this work is
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conducted.   Pastor Ibarra clarifies that their ministry started as a way to help deliver fellow 
Christians from incarceration but that it has now blossomed into a full-blown social program 
that does not discriminate according to religion:
It all started as a ministry to fellow evangelicals in jail.   But once we got there, we 
couldn’t just ignore everybody else.   Now it’s a full-time preoccupation.  We have 
contacts in both our embassy and the Saudi government, and this allows us to follow 
up on cases of Filipinos  languishing in jail.  We’ve also established underground 
networks for mistreated workers who run away, especially domestic workers…. It’s 
like we’re doing the embassy’s job for them, but we can’t blame them either.   They 
don’t have the resources to take care of our people.
They help incarcerated Filipinos get in touch with employers or family members, they 
network with the Philippine embassy and the Saudi government to get legal cases moving or 
settled out of court instead of being buried in red tape, and they provide social support for 
those who are released.  Moreover, it is also important to note that the religious  network 
involved here is not purely Filipino. Pastor Ibarra recounts.
The embassy didn’t have a budget. At one point, they had to feed 500 people at once. 
The women needed supplies like feminine napkins. Some needed plane tickets. We 
needed money to provide for them. I decided to approach American  and Canadian 
Christians…. A partnership grew: they financed us while we did the work.
Labor as an Economic Means to a Religious End
While the  above narratives demonstrate the  process through which individuals 
transform the meaning of everyday labor into something that is perceived to have significance 
in a cosmic scale—as  part of a long-term historical  process of humankind’s salvation and 
redemption—we cannot discount the existing cases of individuals who, from the very
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beginning already see labor as a means to this spiritual end. The evangelistic zeal of religious 
laity  combined with the economic opportunities to migrate and carry out their  mission to 
spread  the gospel creates unique subjectivities as tentmakers whose motivations do not 
always “make sense” when evaluated from a purely economic perspective.
Anna Joy Tipay is a schoolteacher raised by Baptist parents.   As she takes pains to 
emphasize: “My decision to go to Thailand is a personal decision.   I went there without any 
coaxing or support from any group with whom I am affiliated. Not even Inter-Varsity 
Christian Fellowship, my university community.  My Christian friends pray for me, but it 
cannot be said that I represent any religious organization” (Tipay, 2008).
There were a variety of factors that were individually small but had a cumulative 
effect in helping her reach a decision to teach English in Thailand. She had prior experience 
with Southern Thailand when she had joined  a missions group from Overseas Missionary 
Fellowship (OMF) on a one-month exposure trip. She re-discovered an old journal in which 
she, fresh from university, had written that she wondered what she would be doing seven 
years hence—and she happened to pick it up on her sixth year of teaching, a time when she 
was tired and disillusioned with the challenges of teaching under the public school system. 
She also had a chance encounter in a hotel lobby with an African-American Pentecostal who 
mysteriously knew  some  things  about  her   (a fact  which  she attributed  to spiritual 
discernment) and who challenged her to listen to what God was telling her to do. When she 
first came to Thailand,  it was a decision that made little economic sense.  She came as a 
volunteer.   She came with nothing and expected next to nothing in terms of compensation. 
Nevertheless, she felt as if “things just started falling into place” and she was “ready to make 
that commitment.”
Channeled through OMF’s contacts, she  volunteered to  work for a church as  an 
English teacher in its school. The lack of funding began to take its toll on her and she started 
to lament and ask God, “How long, O Lord?”
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Finally, she found work with the Ministry of Education teaching English in one of its 
programs for its supervisors and other administrative staff. She was starting to enjoy working 
with the team, but had to make a decision when her year was up whether to stay or go. She 
went back home to the Philippines, but her year in Thailand had such a powerful impact on 
her that it currently has got her thinking of quitting her regular teaching job and going back to 
Thailand.
For Anna Joy, teaching English is not the point.  It was a means to an end. Unlike 
those who only began to be actively involved in church groups when they  were already 
abroad—forced in part  by loneliness and necessity—Anna Joy, knew exactly the purpose 
behind her decision to migrate, which was to share the gospel.
A story similar to hers is that of Mike Manalo, currently a  pastor at Greenhills 
Christian Fellowship in the town of Taytay in the province of Rizal, Philippines.  Mike was 
not always a pastor.   In 1999, he went to Israel to work as a caregiver.  It was a move that 
represented downward mobility in terms of financial and social status, as he was a licensed 
electronics and communications engineer.
At university, he was a student leader for a conservative Baptist church who started as 
campus ministry at the Pamantasang Lungsod ng Maynila (PLM, or  City University of 
Manila). He had become a Christian in 1984 in high school, but church involvement really 
became intense at university. It was also during this time that he had become fascinated with 
one particular Bible study theme—end-time  prophecies and the significance of Israel in these 
prophecies.
His passion for this  intellectual hobby cooled somewhat after university, but he 
continued to collect newspaper and magazine clippings related to Israel.  His mother  was 
pushing him  to migrate and find work abroad.  Even his  engineer friends all planned to 
migrate, to Malaysia or Singapore if North America was still a long shot. He resisted their 
influence, however. “I knew I could prosper here; I didn’t need to migrate” (Manalo, 2008).
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In 1996, he started  a business, an internet cafe.  That was when she met Josie,  a 
woman who wanted to work in Israel in order to do missionary  work.  They fell in love. 
Unfortunately, she was about to leave for Israel. Officially, she was to become a caregiver. 
In reality she was a Bible school graduate who wanted to share the gospel to the Jews. Josie 
and Mike had plans to marry, but Josie left for Israel.  For two years, they were maintaining a 
long-distance relationship.   She was a  tentmaker in Israel, while he was maintained his 
business in the Philippines. During that time, she was processing his papers for him to join 
her in Israel. He had mixed feelings about it. On the one hand, he wanted to be with Josie. 
On the other hand, to give up his professional status to become what some of his friends 
called a “glorified ass-wiper” was something that gave him pause. In the end, he decided to 
go.  He told himself: “I’m not going to go there as a simple worker. I have a mission there. I 
want to be a blessing to the Jews” (Manalo, 2008).
In Israel, he started on his tentmaking agenda by joining a church led by Africans but 
which had a growing Filipino community. But the religious environment among Christians 
there was characterized by frequent splits along doctrinal lines as well as the “pirating”  of 
members from one group to another.   Many of the more mature believers were dissatisfied 
because of this state of disunity.  They were also dissatisfied with the preaching and how 
Bible study groups were handled. “Sometimes, they’d just take one verse from the Bible and 
start talking with no direction. It would be ‘anything goes’ for the next hour” (Manalo, 2008).
A Japanese Pastor with some fame in global Protestant circles, Peter Tsukahira, was 
instrumental in encouraging Filipinos to unite and pool their resources in order to minister to 
Jews and Arabs in Israel. A care group was started among the more mature believers. It was 
Tsukahira  who started emphasizing the message that Filipinos could be instrumental in 
sharing the gospel to the Jews. His message was that caregivers were in a unique position as 
people who were appreciated by local families and communities. They could be a missionary 
force to reckon with if they united and deliberately aimed to take advantage of their position.
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The Filipino caregivers were also inspired by their fellowship   with the local 
Messianic Jews. During one meeting, Mike recounts that a Messianic Jew addressed 
Filipinos and had this to say: “We pray for you Filipinos. We pray that many more believers 
would come to Israel so that they could minister to our countrymen, their families, especially 
the elderly.”
This was because Messianic Jews were actually having a hard time penetrating the 
social barrier between themselves and “non-believing Jews,” especially when religious 
discussions were concerned.  Sharing the gospel was a difficult task for the local Messianic 
Jews, and they were excited  to observe that Filipino evangelical caregivers were uniquely 
positioned to potentially accomplish what the locals could not.
Mike claims that although proselytizing is  technically legal in Israel, there are 
policies that make it clear that it goes against the wishes of the government, especially when 
proselytizers are foreigners.  Migrant workers are particularly vulnerable in that their visa 
may not be renewed if they were suspected of proselytizing. Perhaps it is exactly this hint of 
danger that makes tentmaking in Israel a romantic ideal for Filipino evangelicals. There are 
few things that give Filipino evangelical communities more joy than to hear that one of the 
elderly Jews under the care of a Filipino evangelical converted to Christianity on their death 
bed.  Mike’s own wife  Josie published her story in an evangelical anthology.   In it  she 
recounts the joy felt by her and by her evangelical friends whenever they managed to convert 
one of the elderly Jews under their care:
One day Lola Sarah asked Josie what she had that other caregivers didn’t.  Josie 
simply said that she had Jesus the Messiah in her heart.   The love and care that she 
showed Lola Sarah came from Him.  Lola Sarah’s adult children knew that Josie 
spoke about her Christian faith. They could easily report Josie to the police and have 
her jailed for sharing Jesus to a Jew. But if they did that Lola Sarah would suffer the
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most.   They would rather have Josie taking care of their aging mother than lose her 
for breaking the law (Solina, 2006).
As Grandmother Sarah’s health started to fail, Josie’s desire for the old lady to accept 
the Lordship of Jesus Christ became stronger. For Josie and other tentmakers in this situation, 
the circumstances are perceived to be desperate.  Believing that unbelievers probably go to 
hell after death, tentmakers like Josie often feel the sense of urgency increase within them to 
save a person—especially   person with whom they had formed a strong emotional bond—
from eternal  torment.  Josie’s perseverance was rewarded.  A few days before  her death, 
Grandmother Sarah   held Josie’s  hand,   prayed  the sinner’s  prayer,  and converted  to 
Christianity.
Stories like this fuel the fire of evangelism among Filipino evangelicals. Mike and 
Josie are perceived to be role models to emulate.   Stories circulate that are perceived to be 
evidence of divine approval.  For instance, one story that evangelicals tell one another in 
Israel is this:
Every time a caregiver asked people in church to pray for her sick, old person who 
had just accepted Jesus as Messiah, that old person died within a few days. Some had 
lived for more than a hundred years, but died in a matter of days after they committed 
their lives to Jesus as their Messiah…. It was as if they lived as long as they could 
until someone could tell them that their Messiah had come in the person of Jesus 
Christ.  Only caregivers had this special, unique privilege  of ushering them into 
God’s kingdom (Solina, 2006).
Of course, this is the Filipino evangelicals’ side of the story. For the state, this is a 
violation of government policy. For the families employing them, this represented an abuse and 
violation of trust. That they are unable to fire a proselytizing caregiver for fear of upsetting 
their elderly parent could also be interpreted by Jewish  employers as a kind of emotional 
blackmail. In other words, it is reasonable to make the argument that the tentmaking agenda
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of some Filipino evangelical caregivers, no matter their sincere love for the elderly, possibly 
represents an unethical and unprofessional practice.
From the point of view of tentmakers, however, the reality of spiritual  damnation 
supersedes legal, professional, or ethical considerations.  Mike recounts that a time came 
when Israel started to be more stringent with its migration policies. Mike credits it to, among 
others, cases of Filipino evangelicals who would fake their credentials or would join trips to 
Israel as tourists but then disappear and become illegal immigrants. Others overstay illegally 
when their visas are not renewed.  A number  of such pastors  and tentmakers justify their 
behavior by saying that it was all for God’s work.
Mike and Josie eventually returned to  the Philippines after their visa  was not 
renewed. They suspect that this was because of their greater involvement in the evangelical 
community. Reflecting on his decade of experience as a migrant worker, Mike has this to say 
about labor migration as a Philippine phenomenon:  “God allowed it to happen. It’s part of 
God’s great plan.   What believers need to see is not only that our economic poverty is
‘forcing’ us to leave our families. They also need to have faith and see this as an opportunity 
to share the gospel. They need to a have a mentality that reflects God’s kingdom—a
‘kingdom mentality’” (Manalo, 2008).
Work and a Sense of Purpose
While people like Pastor Ibarra organizes evangelicals to become socially engaged as 
an extension of their faith and those like Anna Joy and Mike find ways to exploit the socio-
economic environment for religious purposes, there are many other evangelicals who do not 
follow a strict or deliberate agenda. For them, Christian values like faith, hope, and love are 
things that emerge naturally from the believer’s interactions with others. Having a social or 
religious agenda is not necessary to effect change in people and have an impact in their lives.
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Maricor Tambal, an au pair in Hong Kong, illustrates the belief in this principle when she 
talks about her experience.
Maricor never saw herself as a tentmaker.   The most religious motivation she could 
ascribe to her decision to become a migrant worker was the sadness she felt at the lack of 
quality musical instruments for her church’s worship team. She figured she could offer larger 
amounts of tithes to the church if she had more money, and the church could improve its 
equipment.   Nevertheless, from the very beginning, she had a purpose.    If Mike Manalo 
wanted to be a blessing to the Jews, Maricor’s goals were a bit more modest. She wanted to 
be a blessing to the family who employed her.
If we were to find inspiration in Weber’s theories to anticipate  how she planned to 
accomplish this, we might speculate that doing labor is central to that Protestant ethic that 
sought to lessen spiritual insecurity through the act of work. But in my talks with Maricor, I 
found  that she paid less attention to work and more attention to relationships in the 
workplace. She was very observant, and her obsession focused not on task-related procedures 
but on the quality of human connections in the household. In her prayer journals she prayed 
about her growing concern that  her male employer did not seem very affectionate to the 
children she cared for. Her female employer seemed to be getting distant from her husband. 
Although she was not in a position  to know the root cause of these family problems, she 
recognized the destructive symptoms and she wanted them addressed instead of ignored:
I knew this family was in trouble, and I could feel God tugging inside me telling me 
to do something about it, but I resisted because I found my employers intimidating. I 
kept praying for them, but God wouldn’t stop telling me to do something. I knew, of 
course, that it would be presumptuous of me to talk to my employers and criticize 
their marriage and their family, but in the end that’s what I did.   I obeyed God and 
God reassured me that he would be with me.  I confronted  my male employer and 
encouraged him to be more affectionate towards his wife, making him understand that
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his coldness was wounding her inside and damaging their family.   At first he didn’t 
say anything, but soon he opened up and resolved to try and make things better. And 
in fact, things were much better around the house after that. A few days before my 
contract was up, we all went out to the park. They held hands a lot and they looked 
very sweet to each other. I felt all warm inside, happy for them and happy for me that 
I was able to obey God and have an impact on their household (Tambal, 2008).
Similar themes emerge in my interviews with Dawn Capaque who worked as a nurse 
in Canada in the 90s. When asked about the purpose of the church, her responses reflected 
the belief that even more important than organized social action or deliberate evangelism is 
the church’s role in becoming a space where human connections are possible. She says:
A church is like a club. It’s a place where you can connect with people who 
otherwise couldn’t find the time to connect with you because they’re busy with work. 
Of course, you worship,  you serve together.  So there’s a difference.  The church 
provides the opportunity for people to get to know one another, form friendships, and 
help one another in times of need. There are people who really love the Lord, capable 
of forming deep relationships even with people who have a different culture from 
them (Capaque, D., 2008).
This is also the reason that Mary Capuno, who worked as a domestic worker in Saudi 
Arabia for more than a decade since the early 1990s, ascribes to the increase in the intensity 
of her church involvement.   The cultural environment that  she found most oppressive to 
women and Christians was instrumental in accelerating the bonds of fellowship she had with 
other evangelicals (Capuno,   2008). It was the reason she braved to look for other 
underground churches whenever a church she joined were ever discovered or had to disband 
for security reasons.
This is not to say that this type of evangelicals is not concerned about evangelism. It 
is simply that their approach to the business of “sharing the gospel” is not so program-based.
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They see it as  something that emerges organically from how they treat people in their 
workplace. Pastor Manzano cites the example of maids who take the children of their 
employers to church.   For many of them, this behavior is not out of a deliberate attempt to 
convert Singaporean children to Christianity.    Instead, it is the result  of a compromise in 
which maids would be allowed to have a day-off on Sundays as long as they still took care of 
the children. Pastor Manzano explains:
Some of our members bring the children they care for to church on Sundays, and this
is with the permission of the parents, some of whom are not Christian. I would have 
thought they might object to this, but apparently some of the parents are just happy to 
have some time on their own and be able to go out together during the weekend 
because their maid could take care of the kids even during her day off (2008).
Summary and Conclusion
In  the previous chapter, we explored the official discourses that emanate from 
Filipino evangelical leaders in relation to labor migration.  In this chapter, we explore how 
these official ideologies translate to being adapted by laypeople on the ground. We spoke of 
Pastor Ibarra’s ministry, an example of the many evangelical ministries in the world that seek 
to characterize faith as being socially engaged, which is a departure from characterizations of 
evangelicals as apolitical.  We also spoke of those who embodied the ideology of Babylon 
exile and the desire of groups  like PMA  and PM3 to raise the spiritual consciousness of 
evangelicals so that they might internalize the “kingdom perspective” and become tentmakers 
for whom labor is but a means to a more important religious end. Finally, we spoke of those 
for whom “witnessing” is something that emerges organically from human relationships, an 
approach that has the potential to destabilize the social boundaries that separate the local from 
the foreigner and the employer from the employee.
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Depending on the religious environment of the country of their employment, Filipino 
evangelicals can be aggressive in their evangelistic zeal or subtler in their spiritual witness. 
But what most of them do share is a fundamental belief that where they are and what they do 
must have a divine purpose that is greater than more obvious economic considerations.  They 
are painfully aware that their conduct at work and how they relate to the local population 
reflects on their testimony not simply as workers but as Christians.  They are quick to be 
affected when they see themselves as having acted in an un-Christianly manner, but they are 
also quick to rejoice in seeing any positive influence that their presence may have on their 
environment as part of a divine purpose.
In the next chapter, we look at Singapore as a specific site in which these
discourses are adapted and transformed into practice. In particular, we will look at how
changes in practice are instrumental in deeper levels of self-transformation that re-define the
very ways in which Filipino migrants workers are able to constitute their sense of self.
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Chapter 4
The Church in Exile: Redefining the Contours of Social Identity
In this chapter, we specifically look at two things. First, we explore how the 
globalization of labor has created the specific parameters of the social relationships  among 
various  kinds of actors involved—the relationship between Singaporean women and the 
Filipino women they employ  as domestic  workers,  the relationship  between   Filipino 
professionals and  Filipino  unskilled  workers,  and  the   relationship  between  religious 
organizations and networks on the one hand and the state and civil society  on the other. 
Second, we also take note of the ways in which religion  manages  contingency and social 
conflict.
The Philippine-Singapore Link and the Global Stage of Labor Feminization
The Philippines is the third-biggest exporter of labor in the world behind Mexico and
India. As mentioned in Chapter 1, between seven to eleven million Filipinos—that is, around
10 percent of  the Filipino population and 20 percent of  the country’s labor force—are 
working abroad (Weekly, 2006, p. 199), and that  among countries around the world that 
imported labor from the Philippines in 2007, Singapore ranked third behind Saudi Arabia and 
the United  Arab Emirates.  More than 45,000 Filipinos were processed by the Philippine 
Overseas  Employment Agency (POEA) to work in Singapore in 2007 (POEA, 2007). 
Moreover, of Singapore’s 2.6 million-strong work force in 2006, around 25% or 670,000 
were foreign workers of which 87% were unskilled laborers such as construction workers, 
service workers, and domestic workers and 13% were skilled professionals (Yeoh, 2007).
In 2006, more than 28,000 Filipinos were processed by the POEA to work in
Singapore (POEA 2006).  Of Singapore’s workforce, 25 per cent is comprised of migrant
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workers (Human Rights Watch, 2005, p. 15).  Of these, estimates suggest that more than
150,000 are women domestic workers from Indonesia, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka. 
Conservative estimates place the number of Filipina domestic workers in Singapore at 80,000.
The Philippine-Singapore connection therefore exists in a global world order in which 
a developing country like the Philippines, struggling with mass poverty and unemployment, 
capitalizes on its human resources  and sends its people to sell their labor power to 
industrialized countries, like Singapore, who need them. But the labor flow from the 
Philippines to Singapore also has a gendered dimension. It can be seen as part of what Sassen 
(2006) calls the dual configuration of “global cities” and “survival  circuits” in the lives of 
women. In global cities like Singapore, activities in the management and coordination of the 
global economy have expanded, producing a sharp growth in the demand for highly  paid 
professionals. Both this sector’s firms and the lifestyles of its professional workers in turn 
generate a demand for low-paid service workers (Sassen 2006: 30).
The gendered dimension lies in the fact that the operation of a global city encourages—
even  demands—from its women that they be integrated into the country’s strategic 
managerial,  professional,  and technical  forces. In Singapore,  the increased 
participation of women in labor has been seen as a positive step in improving standards and 
social status for women. In 2005, women made up 45 per cent of professional and technical 
workers in Singapore and 26 per cent of administrators and managers (Human Rights Watch,
2005, p. 14).  This meant that an increasing number of Singaporean women have to work 
outside  the home, which leaves a gap in the domestic role of provider of care and 
reproductive work traditionally ascribed to women.  This environment creates the demand 
side or “pull factor” for labor migration. The supply side or push factor comes from “survival 
circuits” in the global south.
Such  circuits, realized more and more frequently on the backs of women, can be 
considered a (partial) feminization of survival. Not only are households, indeed whole
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communities,  increasingly  dependent  on  women  for  their  survival,  but  so   too  are 
governments, along with enterprises that function on the margins of the legal economy.  As 
the term circuits indicate, there is a degree of institutionalization in these dynamics; that is to 
say, they are not simply aggregates of individual action (Sassen, 2006, p. 33).
This social  relationship between women from industrialized countries and women 
from developing  countries presents an internally contradictory gender phenomenon.   The 
increased participation  of Singaporean   women in the labor force can be seen as an 
improvement  of their status and a relative increase in their sense of individual agency. 
Likewise, Filipina domestic workers, by leaving their home and becoming the  household 
provider, reconstitute the traditional gender division of labor in the family” (Parreñas, 2001, 
p. 64).  However, this phenomenon  exists within a dominant patriarchal logic that confines 
reproductive work within the female sphere. The increased participation of women in public 
labor does not necessarily decrease social expectations concerning their role as care providers 
within the private confines of the home. Parreñas argues:
Migrant Filipina domestic workers depart from a system of gender stratification in the 
Philippines only to enter another one in the advanced capitalized  and industrialized 
societies…. Migration initiates them into the ‘racial division of reproductive labor.’ 
They are incorporated  into the labor market not only to serve the needs of highly 
specialized professionals   in ‘global cities’ but also to relieve women of their 
household work” (2001, p. 69).
This “racial division of reproductive labor” between the Singaporean woman and the 
Filipina domestic worker reflects the unequal relations of power between the Philippines and 
Singapore in the global economic order.   Both states are following an economic imperative 
produced by this global order: Singapore needs foreign domestic workers to fill in the gap in 
reproductive work produced by its women’s participation in economic activity, and the 
Philippines needs to encourage its women to leave the country in order to relieve its
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unemployment rate and maintain its GDP  growth.  This is not to say that the Philippine 
government is only concerned about the economic imperative. However, this economic 
imperative takes priority over other concerns, such as human rights issues, that are  very 
relevant in the everyday life of the individual domestic worker.  Given the extreme pressure 
faced by its own citizens in uprooting  themselves in order to work in an unfamiliar social 
environment, the Philippine state does have the moral and political imperative to take care of 
its  own  citizens  abroad  who  experience   psychic  dislocations  manifested  in  “partial 
citizenship, the pain of family separation, contradictory  class mobility, and non-belonging” 
(Parreñas 2001: 23).
However, the moral and political imperative of protecting worker’s rights conflicts 
with the Philippines’ economic imperative of maximizing  profits from worker export; thus, 
“maintaining good relationships with recipient governments often have higher priority than 
worker welfare” (Ball and Piper, 2006, p. 223). In almost three decades of exporting labor, 
the Philippines has managed to secure only eighteen bilateral agreements for worker welfare 
with receiving countries. Of these, only two—with Malaysia and with Micronesia—are with 
countries not in the Middle East (Ball and Piper, 2006, p. 225). The reality is that while labor 
migration has become a structural feature  of East and Southeast Asian political economy, 
individual governments in the region remain unable or reluctant to confront human rights 
issues (Ball and Piper, 2006, p. 229).
This contradiction ignored or under-recognized by individual governments produces 
real needs in domestic workers that are not met by state agencies. These needs are evidently 
met by other institutions,  for “wherever Filipinos are to be found, they are represented and 
supported by a large number of cultural, regional, social and political participations” (Weekly,
2006, p. 201). The migrant workers themselves voluntarily go to these “transnational social 
fields” that provide them the space to “counteract  their marginal status in the host society” 
(Parreñas, 2001, p. 28). One such transnational social field is the church, but churches do not 
make social conflicts disappear. Churches merely attempt to reduce them into a more
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manageable language of the sacred, which emphasizes the common humanity of the employer 
and the employed, of the local and the foreigner.   Even so, national and class identities are 
difficult  to suspend when they are ingrained in the mind as a systematized habitus, as 
cognitive and behavioral dispositions attached to the color of one’s skin and the quality of 
one’s clothes.
Singapore, Christianity, and the State
As in other post-colonial  societies,   Christianity  in Singapore  was historically 
identified with Western culture.  It was also identified with the local elite.  Christianity was 
not a religion  that spread rapidly  across Singapore as had been the case in the Philippine 
colonial experience.   In the 1970s, about a decade after Singapore became an independent 
republic, Protestantism of all types  represented only about two percent  of the population 
(Goh, 2010, p. 55).
The dominant type of Christianity was of the liberal Protestant tradition represented 
by such groups as Anglicans and Methodists. The 1960s to the 1970s was a period in which 
the main social thrust of Christianity in Singapore was to come to terms with a tense social 
environment involved in efforts at industrialization  and nation-building.  Hunger and human 
rights  were two focal points for the development of Christian programs, while liberal 
theological reflection had four major distinctives: the vision of Christ’s suffering reflected in 
the suffering of the poor, the idea of the sacrament as being out there in society and not within 
the church, the appropriation and celebration of elements of traditional religious culture, and 
the conceptualization of sin as corporate instead of merely individual (Goh, 2010, pp. 62-63).
We can see in these distinctives the attempt of liberal Christianity to be socially and 
culturally relevant.   Even though it had a weak presence within the nation, it  aspired to 
express solidarity with the nation through social engagement. It addressed social problems in 
its own programs for action and theological reflection.  Moreover, it bought into the state’s
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goal of creating a national identity uniting the various ethnic groups. The church did its share 
by acknowledging the value of the social perspectives of Hindu-Buddhist spirituality (Goh,
2010, p. 62).
This Asian Protestant perspective converged well with liberal Catholicism.  Both 
traditions were driven by the idea of the presence of the kingdom of God in society through 
the church. Liberal Christianity looked outward—outside of the individual believer, outside 
of the walls of the church—for its theological practice and engagement of the sacred. Indeed, 
the sacred was out there and the Christian was to experience it in the expression of solidarity 
with the poor, with the foreigner, and with the socially marginalized. Because of its 
“prophetic” mandate, the church was also duty-bound to serve as a “moral conscience” to the 
state (Matthews, 2009).
From the perspective of the state, this seemingly innocent and moralistic drive was 
actually a threat.  The church  was threatening the state’s  monopoly on setting the public 
agenda. The economic imperatives that defined social relations within Singapore were 
clashing with the moral imperatives of the church that emphasized the primacy of human 
dignity. It came to a head in 1987 when, in response to Catholic activism critiquing the state 
with regards to its policies on  international labor migration, the state arrested and extra-
judicially held sixteen church workers and social activists under the justification that they 
were engaging in a “Marxist conspiracy” (Goh, 2010, p. 70). Not only was the state 
threatened by the religious invasion of the social sphere, it also felt justified in limiting the 
powers of  the church.3        The  aftermath was rather predictable—a hostile relationship that 
reinforced the separation between the church and the state and, in what specifically affected 
the Protestant  drive   to evangelize, the beginning  of “state  intervention  in Christian 
proselytizing” (Goh, 2010, p. 75).
3 Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew famously addressed a bishop and said, ““Put order into your house,
otherwise the State will do it!” See Singapore Window’s “Marxist Plot Revisited,” retrieved from
http://www.singapore-window.org/sw01/010521m3.htm.
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Despite this, Christianity had  grown relatively rapidly in  the next two decades. 
Including Catholicism, Christianity   now enjoys an eighteen-percent share of the total 
population.4        Compared to a mere two  percent population share in the 1970s, Protestants 
represent around eleven percent of the population in  2010, this time led not by liberal 
Christianity but by Pentecostalism. Goh (2009) attributes this to the fact that Pentecostalism’s 
cultural practices  resonate  with  Asian traditions  of shamanic  mysticism. Moreover,
Pentecostalism’s this-worldly mysticism specifically resonates with Singapore’s 
developmental ethos in which personal health and prosperity aligns with the national goal of 
economic progress (Goh, 2010).
Nevertheless, tensions remain, for religion—apparently  even in the case of highly 
individualistic Pentecostalism—has the socio-political capacity to redefine the social in its 
own terms. While the Pentecostal concept of “spiritual warfare” had traditionally been about 
purging demonic influences from the everyday lives of individuals,   some Pentecostal 
movements such as Lawrence Khongs’ LoveSingapore movement managed to transform the 
doctrine and practice of spiritual warfare from mere demon-hunting to a spiritually inflected 
message of social redemption: “If the state usurped Asianism from liberal Christianity, then 
the LoveSingapore movement attempts to turn the  tables by  redefining the  nation in the 
Pentecostal theology of spiritual warfare” (Goh, 2010, p. 78).
As it stands, Christianity  in Singapore finds itself having to choose from among a 
variety of theological stances on social engagement. A church may choose to emphasize its 
“prophetic role” in influencing the political leadership and to campaign for good governance. 
It may also critique the social practices of the nation itself, exposing its contradictions  and 
seeking to redeem fallen society through the redemptive power of a sacred social gospel. Or 
it may choose to focus on individual sanctification and withdraw into a theological emphasis 
on sacred experience. This, then, is the context in which we find the churches that cater to the
4 See the Singapore Department of Statistics’ Census of Population 2010, Tables 58 to 64, retrieved
from http://www.singstat.gov.sg/pubn/popn/c2010sr1/t58-64.pdf.
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needs of Filipino evangelical migrant workers—a context in which the nation’s economic 
ethos overdetermines the relationship between church and state and in which local churches 
must confront the moral contradictions that surround the issue of international labor migration 
as well as mediate in the social conflicts that arise from the relations of power that define the 
social actors involved.
The Church, Contingency, and Social Conflict
The cognitive, emotional, and bodily disposition shared by migrant workers by virtue 
of being aliens in an environment that is likewise alien to them depends in large part on how 
well they are able to incorporate themselves into their new urban home (Portes and Manning,
2005).   Ideally, those who work in the  primary sector as urban professionals have more 
economic, social, and cultural capital to help in their social integration into the host society, 
for they are part of the international middle-class. Having a global and cosmopolitan outlook, 
they can behave like the local bourgeoisie in terms of leisure, socialization, and consumption 
and feel quite at home, depending on how close the host society is to the ideal of a modern, 
global state—advanced structural differentiation, a high level of civic freedom, and plenty of 
leisure facilities (Florida, 2005). Filipino migrant professionals, while also eager for Filipino 
community, have more capabilities than unskilled workers at integrating themselves into their 
host society
On the other hand, those who work in the secondary sector have limited capabilities 
in terms of social, economic, or cultural capital to integrate themselves in the host society. 
They are outcasts whose visibility in public spaces, especially when they congregate in huge 
numbers, can inspire disgust or even fear. What is perceived to be a lack of sophistication in 
their behavior or a perceived lower standard of aesthetics with which they present themselves 
to the public eye is taken as an affront to the local sense of order that is associated with the
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host city and its urban spaces, whether a Singaporean mall like Lucky Plaza or a train station 
in Rome. Their mode of dress and behavior are bodily manifestations of internalized cultural 
and class values of taste that doubly mark them as alien and working class. Migrant workers 
in the secondary sector, such as Filipina domestic workers, are bodies out of place. They can 
exercise agency by colonizing public spaces and periodically turning them into a kind of 
ethnic enclave, but in the end this only causes more public resentment.  From the point of 
view of the host society, it would be preferable if they were hidden away from the public eye, 
perhaps contained in their places  of employment by limiting their  days off from work or 
encouraging participation  in more out-of-the-way places—like churches—that can serve the 
function of urban ghettos shielding them from the local population and vice-versa, which in 
effect further reduces the foreign domestic worker into a social non-entity.
The church, however, has its own agenda.  From its point of view, social harmony 
may be a desirable goal, but not at the cost of other values important to the church such as 
social justice and the view that all human beings have dignity that emanates from being made 
in the image of God. While social unity is important to the church—especially to a Filipino 
church that values smooth interpersonal  relations—unity   is viewed by the church as 
something that comes from dialogue, inter-personal relationships, and a deeper understanding 
of the other instead of strong social fences.
Pastor Precila Vargas is the current leader of the Network of Filipino Churches 
(NETFIL), an informal organization formerly called Kapisanan ng mga Simbahang Pilipino 
sa  Singapore (KSPS), which in English means the Association of Filipino Churches in 
Singapore. A Filipino woman who pastors the Filipino congregation of the Marine Parade 
Christian Church (MPCC), Vargas recounts that the KSPS started to organize in the year
1993. KSPS started as an association of ten churches. After almost two decades, present-day 
NETFIL has more than twenty member-churches. Some of these are local churches that, like 
MPCC, have Filipino ministries and in which the Filipino congregation is more like a sub-
church within the larger organizational framework.  Other churches in NETFIL are purely
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Filipino  religious groups that represent the Singapore  arm of churches  based in the
Philippines.5
In my interviews with Filipino church leaders in Singapore as well as participation as 
an observer in NETFIL meetings, three major themes emerge in relation to what they perceive 
to be priority issues for the Filipino church in exile: unity, healing and emotional support, and 
self-transformation.
The value of unity is important to Filipinos, owing to a culture that values the concept 
of kapwa,  loosely translated in English as “fellow-being” or “others” but connotes in the 
vernacular “a recognition of shared identity” (Enriquez, 1986, p. 11). The concept is adopted 
in the church and made even deeper by a Christian religious ideology that recognizes this 
shared identity as being based not only on shared nationality but, more importantly, on shared 
humanity. Christianity, after all, is a transnational religious field that views all human
individuals as carrying within themselves the very image of  God.  Unfortunately, as my 
informants recognize, the ideal does not match everyday reality.  In everyday life, human 
beings, both Christians and non-Christians, interact according to racial identities defined by 
the field of politics and class identities defined by the economy.
Pastor Vargas recounts that MPCC’s initial strategy in creating the Filipino ministry 
was to invite Singaporean members to encourage their maids to come to church with them. 
However, the initial hope that the Filipino maids would feel at ease sharing the church 
environments with their employers quickly evaporated. The Filipino maids were timid, 
lacked initiative in participating in church activities, and generally acted in a subservient
5 There are many such churches in Singapore. Some of them are out in the open such as the El
Shaddai Charismatic Catholic Renewal Movement. Such churches have a local person or organization
that vouches for them in relation to administrative matters concerning the state. Other churches are
underground for matters of convenience.  They meet in conference halls and register their events as
secular gatherings. I have personally attended one or two sessions in such groups as Bread of Life or
Christ’s Commission Fellowship.
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manner to the locals, thus destabilizing the church’s egalitarian self-image.6       Later,  when 
Filipino professionals started attending the services, they seemed to feel restricted as well in 
terms of self-expression, although to a lesser extent than the domestic workers.
It was very difficult to integrate them into the local church. One reason was that, in 
the case of the domestic workers, their bosses were around. They said it was difficult to just 
“be themselves.”  A second reason is that most of the Filipinos were simply unable to act 
normally among locals, unable to  express themselves and their true opinions because of 
cultural and language barriers.  Instead of serving as a refuge from the pressures of their 
working environment, the church became just another place where they felt restricted.  And 
the most important reason of  all for  choosing to  transform the Filipino ministry into an 
autonomous sub-group within the church is that many of them wanted to serve the church in 
some capacity—to lead Bible studies, to get a spot in the choir or the worship team.  With 
them integrated into the main body of the church, they had very limited options when it came 
to leading or participating in church ministries because they had to compete with the locals 
for spots (Vargas, 2009).
The clash between a religious identity oriented towards egalitarianism and racial and 
class identities oriented towards social difference and the performance of distinct social roles 
is a phenomenon that is played out in other churches besides MPCC.
Arlyn and Manuel Gumapon, a  Filipino husband-and-wife team who lead Bible 
studies among domestic workers in a  local Presbyterian church, believe that the right 
approach is to integrate Filipinos into the main body of their church despite initial cultural or 
even class issues. They do hold a “Sunday School” Bible study for domestic workers 
separate from that of the main congregation, but the domestic workers participate in the main 
service as well as the prayer meetings. The Filipina maids who attend the church are mostly
6 This idea that the church values or ought to value equality comes from St. Paul’s declaration in the
Bible: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).
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employed by Singaporean members. However, Anna and Manuel feel that the church is still 
a long way off from its egalitarian ideal. One of their regular attendees, for unknown reasons, 
was expressly forbidden by her employer to attend the Bible  study  with the other maids. 
Moreover, a number of them are unable to attend the service every Sunday because some of 
them have arrangements with their employers that limited their days off to just once or twice 
a month. Manuel relates:
I wrote a position paper. I said the principle of the Sabbath is all about “resting” on 
the appointed day of the week. As the Lord rested after six days of labor, we devote 
Sunday to rest from our work and to worship the Lord. We do this once a week. And 
in principle, we devote the entire day to this.  So for Christian employers to just 
follow what everybody else is doing and give their maids the opportunity to worship 
the Lord only once or twice a month—and sometimes not even giving them the full 
day off—this is disobedience to God. I wrote this position paper and gave it to our 
head pastor. “Do you want this published?” he asked. I said no. It was for him only. I
told him to read it and pray about it. There was no point in asking him to relate my 
ideas to the congregation if he himself was not fully convinced. I needed him to first 
be convicted by the Lord to see our error as a church, and to obey what the Lord is 
telling us. I’m still praying about it (Gumapon, 2009).
We can see at work in Manuel’s campaigning for regular weekly days off for maids 
the work of the religious field in reducing the issue into a religious one.  For Manuel, the 
issue is not an economic one concerning the relative values of labor power and compensation, 
nor is it a political issue concerning whether or not the arrangement is just. Manuel speaks to 
his fellow believers in the language of religion that reduces it to the binary logic of 
obedience/disobedience to God.  But since  human beings are  compound individuals with 
competing psychic  pressures from different social fields, it is not easy for his ideas to be 
internalized and manifested in social relations even among his fellow Christians. Even 
among Filipino sub-churches, non-religious boundaries are forming. For instance, one
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Filipino sub-church resisted for two decades the impulse to create separate fellowship groups 
for Filipino professionals and Filipino domestic workers. Pastor Rey Navarro of the 
International Baptist Church recently relented to the pressures from his congregation.
For many years, I would not allow the establishment of a professionals’ bible study 
group because I felt that the domestic workers may feel that there is division between 
them and the professionals.   This church had grown, after all, without any problems 
coming up between professionals and domestic helpers. But last year, I noticed that 
young professionals in their early 20s like nurses and IT people started increasing 
within the church membership…. It was becoming clear that we needed to address 
the specific needs of young professionals separate from the main body.   They have 
different needs. IT professionals and nurses want to talk shop during fellowships, and 
domestic workers prefer to be with other domestic workers to do the same. And most 
young professionals want to gather on Friday nights to have fellowship and perhaps 
even go out together afterwards. Obviously, our churchmates who are maids can’t go 
with them because they are only allowed to go out on Sundays (Navarro, 2009).
It  seems apparent that it would take considerable institutional effort within the 
religious field to disseminate its position on egalitarian social relations among believers and 
to reconfigure established economic and political relations of power among the social actors 
involved—Filipino migrants and local Christians, domestic workers and urban professionals. 
The underscoring principle behind the church’s conviction on this matter is its belief in the 
dignity of all individuals.   Unity and social harmony are desirable effects of recognizing the 
divine in oneself and in others.
Once more, the discrepancy between ideal and reality becomes  an  issue for the 
church. While individuals are bearers of God’s image and believers, especially, are bearers of
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the Holy Spirit,7what church leaders find more readily observable is  the brokenness of 
migrant workers, especially among the maids.   Isolation and emotional loneliness are major 
issues  for domestic workers, leading some to engage in sexual behavior against which 
evangelical churches feel strongly. Pastor Vargas relates:
As a Filipino woman, you hear things.  At first, I ignored the rumors, chalked them 
up to racial stereotyping about Filipino women hanging around in Lucky Plaza. But 
then, as a pastor,  I have had to do a lot of counseling.  I have counseled a lot of 
women who have issues with loneliness. For maids whose lives revolve only around 
the household, their worlds shrink. A boyfriend, even one they only meet during the 
weekends, radically expands their world, and the loss of one becomes a real tragedy. 
This is why some of them become more open to sexual experimentation outside of 
marriage (Vargas, 2009).
Pastor Navarro confirms that loneliness  and sexuality are related issues in his own 
congregation.  For him, the moral reservations  of the church on sexual activity outside of 
marriage are less a priority than the despair and sense of helplessness that he encounters 
during one-on-one counseling:
Young professionals, more often than not, are the ones who like to complain about 
their jobs. They complain about the volume of work and about office politics. 
Domestic workers, on the other hand, have other concerns.  Sure, they often have 
problems related to their employment situation. But no matter how big those 
problems are, sometimes they actually seem small in relation to their problems 
concerning  their families in the homeland…. In our prayer meetings, domestic 
workers more frequently pray for their families—healing for sickness, a windfall for 
the coming school enrollment period, guidance about what needs to be done in
7 In Trinitarian Christian theology, the Holy Spirit is the third aspect of the Godhead. It is the
animating principle, energy, or divine person behind the moral regeneration of believers.
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relation to their husband who is cheating or their children who are getting into some 
kind of trouble (Navarro, 2009).
While sexual morality is a major issue for the church, it is but a symptom of deeper 
underlying problems—loneliness, a sense of helplessness, and extremely low self-esteem that 
comes  with being a foreigner and an unskilled worker in an environment where one’s 
traditional social support network of family and close friends are not available.
This is why we insist on teaching the domestic workers to stop using the word lang [a 
Filipino word which means “only”]. When we ask them what is your work, and they 
say ‘Maid lang,’ we do our best to really try explain to them that they shouldn’t look 
down  on themselves, that their identity in Christ takes precedence over other 
identities that cause them shame.   Their identity in Christ is the wellspring of their 
dignity” (Vargas, 2009).
The most important agenda for the church, however, is to promote the ideal of self-
transformation among all Filipino believers in exile irrespective of social class. In churches 
in the Philippines, the idea of self-transformation usually takes on a moralistic inflection. The 
focus of transformation is the sinful, corrupt self. Moral regeneration comes with the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and its fruits are seen in improvements in the quality of one’s 
inter-personal relationships and in one’s self-control in resisting moral temptations. In 
Filipino congregations in Singapore, however, the focus of self-transformation becomes 
undeniably different. Sin is not the issue; it is weak self-image.  The goal is not moral 
fortitude for its own sake; it is to gain self-confidence so that one may accomplish things in 
the service of God.
But what exactly  are believers supposed to accomplish?  To what purpose  do the 
churches promote the ideals of unity and self-transformation?   We have previously discussed 
the ideological mobilization of missionary networks in the Philippines.  The efforts of PMA 
and PM3 were mentioned—efforts to scatter the seeds of their vision. In the case of
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Singapore, it would seem that the seeds are taking root. Pastor Vargas explains that NETFIL 
has been embracing the vision of the likes of Robert Claro and Bob Lopez, and that they are 
now convinced that the Filipino presence in Singapore and elsewhere has a divine purpose:
I experienced a vision once.  In my vision I was in a dark room.  I couldn’t  see 
anything. But then tiny candles appeared, small dots of light. God told me that the 
candles were the spiritual testimony of migrant workers.  The dark room was the 
world. I complained to God that the candles were so small, their light too faint. God 
told me, “The darker the room, the brighter the light.” And that was when I wept for 
my arrogance and short-sightedness.  While my heart loved migrant workers, in truth 
I was not giving them the respect they deserved. I doubted their ability to be 
witnesses…. As I shared with  them what God revealed to me, their perspectives 
changed and so did their self-image (Vargas, 2009).
Pastor Jojo Manzano, who has led a church  ministry in Singapore catering to the 
spiritual needs of Filipino domestic workers, expresses a similar sentiment. As public 
proselytizing is not allowed in Singapore, he insists that what he trains evangelicals to do is 
not proselytizing but “witnessing.”
He argues: “Witnessing is not a matter of evangelizing aggressively. It’s a lifestyle.” 
He clarifies that this lifestyle  involves being open and sincere  in one’s friendships, being 
willing to listen to other people and pray with or for them about their personal problems, and 
being able to demonstrate what it means to live a life powered by divine grace by behaving 
with moral dignity and fortitude at home or at work.
In the Weber thesis the Calvinist’s obsession with salvation and the insecurity that 
came with it created a methodical system of behavior that was applied to the realm of labor 
and then eventually to all other aspects of modern life. However, among modern evangelicals 
who believe themselves assured of salvation by grace through faith in Christ, the impulse to 
shape life and to control their productive impulses comes from a different motivation: the
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motivation to share one’s faith.  The idea that people are unsaved not because of inherent 
moral depravity but because of theological ignorance gives the modern evangelical a strong 
sense of responsibility  and agency concerning the need to change the situation.  Salvation is 
free and is for everybody, and the modern evangelical is driven to do their part to ensure that 
salvation becomes accessible to as many people as possible by spreading the information as to 
how salvation can be achieved.
New paradigm Christianity has accelerated the practical blurring  of the distinction 
between the layperson and the minister (Cornelio, 2007), but this blurring becomes even more 
pronounced  in the case of Philippine evangelicals given the opportunity presented by 
Philippine labor migration and the rise of the ideology of Babylon exile. As a result, 
evangelical parachurch organizations and networks such as PMA and PM3 have spent their 
resources  in creating training programs and materials specifically designed to make a 
tentmaker out of the average believer.
IBC itself had what were essentially training programs, though they were called 
“discipleship” programs by the initiated.  The emphasis was on becoming disciples rather 
than being trained at a particular task.   To become a disciple was to become a follower of 
someone, the immediate “discipler” being one’s role model and the one in charge of one’s 
personal training, with the ultimate model being Jesus Christ himself.   Being a disciple also 
meant  the willingness to change one’s beliefs, attitudes, and even personal goals, as is 
believed to be required by Jesus Christ’s statement, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must 
deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow  me.”8       Discipleship also adds a 
personal element to mere training—there is a personal relationship involved between discipler 
and disciple, and a substantial amount of respect is accorded the discipler.
There were many Christians in IBC accorded this respect by the  community and 




community. Most of the time, they voluntarily take on these responsibilities themselves in an 
informal manner.  For instance,  a mature Christian may undertake to be the accountability 
partner of a younger Christian  in terms of their personal devotional  habits, their emotional 
wellbeing  and growth,  their knowledge   of the Bible and Protestant doctrine,  or the 
management of their personal habits. At other times, however, disciplers are assigned formal 
roles in curriculum-based discipleship programs.
One such discipler in IBC is Angie Tabaquero.  She is in charge of a discipleship 
group that meets every week to tackle the basic aspects of Protestant evangelical doctrines on 
concepts such as salvation and spiritual regeneration. As a discipler, she is in charge of the 
intellectual growth of laymen on theological  matters.  Her disciples include young people, 
domestic workers,  professionals such as doctors and information technology workers,  and 
businesspeople. They all respect Mrs. Tabaquero’s knowledge in Biblical matters as well as 
her “spiritual witness” and Christian maturity, and these disciples are grateful and honored to 
be under her leadership. Given the dynamics of the interaction between Mrs. Tabaquero and 
her disciples  within  the walls of the conference room, it would have been difficult for an 
outsider to realize that she works as a domestic worker in Singapore.
She first became a domestic worker in Hong Kong in the early 1990s, and that was 
when she started her quest towards spiritual maturity.  In Hong Kong, she was lonely and 
craved the company of fellow Filipinos.  But when she was introduced to the Hong Kong 
chapter of IBC, she made the decision that going to church was more important than spending 
her weekly day off among  the huge crowd of migrant workers who congregated around 
Chater Road on Sundays:
Sometimes I struggled. Of course I wanted to join them. But I persevered because I 
wanted to grow in the faith, and the time came when I had to make a firm stand—this 
was where I belonged, for the joy that you get from growing in spirit is lasting, more
76
permanent than the shallow happiness that comes from just hanging out with friends 
without a purpose (Tabaquero, 2009).
To a certain extent, there is little difference between some fellowship groups and the 
secular crowd in Chater Road with their “shallow happiness that comes from just hanging out 
with friends without a purpose.” Indeed, in the beginning, Mrs. Tabaquero simply focused on 
the social and emotional aspects of church life.  However, this was only the beginning for 
Mrs. Tabaquero. Having found emotional fulfillment in the company of fellow believers, she 
began to apply herself to finishing IBC’s curriculum-based discipleship training program. It 
began  with the beginners’ class on basic doctrinal distinctives then moved on to more 
advanced classes.   Each “class” consisted of multiple weekly sessions, so that it would take 
months  to finish some classes and years to take up all of the classes in the church’s 
discipleship program. This training would become extremely useful to her when she 
eventually moved to Singapore.
God prepared me in Hong Kong for my ministry in Singapore. In IBC-Hong Kong, I 
started with the beginners’ class, then “Survival Kit” classes on spiritual growth and 
Christian values, then I also took up Witnessing classes and participated in practical 
evangelism in Chater Road, and also the class called Master Life, which gave me my 
certification to start teaching.   When I finished my training, my work in Hong Kong 
ended, and I ended up finding work here in Singapore. So by the time I joined IBC-
Singapore, I was ready to take on the responsibilities of a discipler (Tabaquero,
2009).
She lived for Sundays.  During the weekdays she was an underemployed  domestic 
worker who went through a cyclical daily routine.  Her Sundays,  however,  were part of a 
linear personal history in  which she was gaining skills, learning new perspectives, and 
acquiring cultural capital. At work, there was little respect accorded her position; in church, 
once every week, she lived an identity in which she was increasingly gaining the respect of
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her community. By the time she ended up attending IBC-Singapore, she was a well-respected 
discipler.
The labor environment in Singapore, compared to that in Hong Kong, makes her 
work in discipling other domestic workers  significantly harder.  Whereas she was used to 
regular attendance and high commitment level among domestic workers in Hong Kong, her 
Singapore disciples are prone to missing the classes because of their varying situations in 
relation to days-off.  While some have weekly days-off, others are only allowed  by their 
employers to go to church once or twice a month. Nevertheless, while the work is slow, Mrs. 
Tabaquero presses on to serve the church in its social reproduction agenda. The church needs 
disciples who would in turn become disciplers, so she perceives her work to be much more 
than teaching  doctrine  and Christian  values. Her aim is to contribute  to the total 
transformation expected of every believer from being a young “spiritual  baby” to a mature 
Christian able to aid in the self-transformation of others.
Mrs. Tabaquero represents the layer of leadership among Filipino migrant evangelical 
communities who hail from the rank of  ordinary migrants themselves.   They have gone 
through the training programs that facilitated the process of self-transformation.  From being 
concerned mostly about their own and their family’s economic well-being, they have acquired 
the “kingdom perspective” that frames everyday reality in the spiritual context of the God’s 
greater plan unfolding in history.  From being concerned mostly  about their own spiritual 
growth,  they have become trained in facilitating the growth of others through personal 
spiritual disciplines.  And from people who perceived and valued themselves primarily in 
terms of their economic class status, they’ve acquired a positive sense of self based on what 
they perceive to be their place in God’s greater plan.
For many such lay leaders, however, the biographical context in which these gains in 
self-worth are situated is characterized by tragic qualities.  One IBC member who spoke to 
me on condition of anonymity is, like Mrs. Tabaquero, a maid who has worked in multiple
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countries and participated in formal and informal processes of discipleship in many churches 
in exile. When she was starting as a maid, she thought she would only be working abroad for 
a few years. But the financial situation at home never did stabilize, and now more than two 
decades have passed and she is still working abroad. She explains:
The truth is, I don’t really want to go home now.  My husband is a stranger to me. 
My daughter, who grew up without me, now has a family of her own. I’m no longer 
looking to save for my family’s needs.    My daughter is  self-sufficient, and why 
should I keep supporting my husband? How I wish I could come back home, 
reconnect with my daughter, dote on my grandchildren.  But that’s all just a dream 
now. The truth is that God brought me here for a purpose.  I still have work to do, 
more important than pretending that I have a relationship with my daughter or that 
my husband and I still love each other. When I’ve saved enough money as a financial 
safety net, I’ll join a missions group. I may be older, but it’s never too late to become 
a missionary.
For her, the life to be lived with her family had become the “dream,” a fantasy, while 
the vision of reaching people with God’s message had become her “truth,” her reality. People 
like her and Mrs. Tabaquero were people who, in the Philippines, either did not go to church 
or whose level of church commitment were limited to a few minor church activities.  After 
twenty years  abroad, this is who they had become—an aspiring missionary and a master 
discipler.
Summary and Conclusion
In this chapter, we specifically looked at Singapore as a place in which the religious 
imperatives of Protestantism to redefine the boundaries and categories of social maps become 
manifested in religious attempts to directly engage social issues, including the issues related 
to foreign domestic workers.  We provided the economic context—the Philippine-Singapore
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connection—in  which  Filipino  migrant  workers  and  professionals  strive  to   integrate 
themselves into Singaporean society while experiencing  psychic dislocations and cognitive 
dissonance related to shifts in self-identity and valuations of self-worth. We also described 
how, in the same way that Khong and the Singaporean Pentecostals were able to politicize 
spiritual warfare and project another layer of reality beyond everyday space. Filipino churches 
in  Singapore are redefining the meaning behind labor migration, the contours of social 
identity, and the purpose of self-transformation. Babylon exile—the idea of exile as divinely 
ordained for a special purpose—is a crucial ideological foundation for their programs. This is 
not to say that  all pastors express agreement with or support for it.  Pastor Navarro, for 
instance, is skeptical: “I don’t see labor migration as God’s punishment.  I see it more as a 
natural consequence of  bad [economic] stewardship.    It’s  hard to say if God truly has a 
missionary  purpose  for   our   migrant  workers  given  the current  lack   of training  for 
evangelism.”
Other pastors I had spoken to, particularly Pastor Vargas, were more open to the idea:
We have sinned. We cannot just cover up our moral shortcomings as a nation. Yes, 
the Lord called us to missions, but we need to repent as well.  We cannot do our 
Lord’s bidding without recognizing the things we need to correct in ourselves…. God 
doesn’t  put us through needless suffering; if we are suffering, it’s because the 
suffering can teach us something, and by God’s grace we thus become better servants 
and better witnesses (Vargas, 2009).
While Pastor Vargas represents the Filipino  church leadership in Singapore that is 
slowly  embracing the missionary thrust reinforced by the idea of Babylon exile, Pastor 
Navarro represents the  voice of mundane reality.   He  is correct in pointing out that the 
network of Filipino churches in Singapore had so far not progressed to the point where they 
could  institutionalize their vision of efficiently training migrant workers for the task of 
religious “witnessing.” They are, however, continuing to lay down their foundational
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ideological work of fostering unity among  local believers, Filipino domestic workers, and 
Filipino  professionals, of challenging ideas of the self based on race and class, and of 
promoting the goal of self-transformation  towards a greater measure of personal agency 
among migrant workers.
To the extent that their training and fellowship programs have shaped exemplary lay 
leaders like Mrs. Tabaquero, it can be said that they have achieved some level of success. For 
people like Mrs. Tabaquero who found a renewed sense of purpose upon going abroad and 
becoming  part of an evangelical church overseas, self-transformation is a double-edged 
sword. It gives and it takes away. It gives in that sense of identity becomes the central pillar 
around which the meaning of everyday life becomes organized. It takes in that it cuts off old 
priorities,  old beliefs, old values, old perspectives on everyday things like work and 
relationship.  The reality of economic exile from the Philippines  takes away the self.  The 
ideology of Babylon exile gives it back, but in a form that through time transforms the subject 
into someone else, a new creation indeed.
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Chapter 5: Summary and
Conclusion:
The World their Mission Field
One of the popular beliefs among modern evangelicals is that the second coming of 
Jesus Christ would not happen until all the people groups in the world had heard the gospel 
and been given the opportunity to repent  of their  sins and convert to Christianity.9        This 
particular interpretation of the prophecy found in Matthew 24:14 does not claim that all or 
most of the world will turn to Christianity—only that all nations and ethnic groups would 
need to hear the gospel before Christ returns to establish the end of history and usher in an 
age of a new heaven and earth. The second coming of Jesus would mean the end of death and 
suffering and the founding of a global kingdom under the rule of Christ.
This eschatological  aspect of the Christian faith is interesting for the reason that it 
addresses some the anxieties and gives shape to  the desires produced by evangelical 
Arminianism that were not among the classical Calvinists studied by Weber or the Puritans 
who went to America. In terms of anxiety, the Calvinists were fixated on the issue of their 
own personal salvation.   Believing that the elect are predestined to be saved, the Calvinists 
struggled with the question, “What if I am not one of the saved?” Modern evangelicals, with 
their belief  in the doctrine of universal access to salvation, are more anxious about such 
questions as “What if people die without hearing the gospel or being convinced by its truth?” 
This is of course a rhetorical question for the average evangelical who believes that there can 
be no salvation outside of Christianity.10    For them, people who have failed to accept the
9 This belief is based on the Biblical verse Matthew 24:14: “And this gospel of the kingdom will be
preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”
10  This is a complex theological issue, but the average evangelical does not concern themselves with
debates among theologians. They simply accept in a straightforward manner what is written in John
14: 6: “Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but
by me.”
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Lordship of Christ—or who were never given the opportunity—are doomed to suffer eternal 
damnation. So while the classical Calvinists were anxious about the state of their own souls, 
modern evangelicals are haunted by the possible damnation of their  loved ones  and their 
friends. Their faith must also contend with the doubt that comes with the seeming unfairness 
of a situation in which God had granted access to universal salvation but people would end up 
in Hell anyway  because of the failure of the Christian church  to spread the gospel  to all 
nations.
This fear is partly what fuels the evangelical emphasis on proselytization   and 
missionary work. The other part of the equation is desire: the Messianic dream of the ancient 
Jews for a political savior are  re-echoed in modern millenarian visions of God dwelling 
among us to destroy human social orders whose solutions to suffering lead only to new forms 
of oppression. The end of history is when humans cease attempting to create utopia and God 
himself begins to create it beside humanity. For evangelicals who have sufficiently 
internalized their faith’s conversionist orientation, world evangelization takes on an intense 
sense of urgency. The desire for utopia in the second coming of Christ is a reflection of the 
many frustrations experienced by the self in modernity. There is an escapist element to this: 
the preoccupation with the distant future or the otherworldy  realm of God, which has been 
critiqued by Marx and even by the Filipino hero Jose Rizal for preventing this-worldly social 
engagement.  The belief, however, that the second coming of the Messiah cannot come to 
pass until the gospel  has been universally preached nips this escapism  in  the bud.   The 
implication of this belief is that the church cannot afford to be passive.  In fact, it could be 
argued theoretically that inaction on  the part of the church could prevent the coming of 
utopia. So while evangelicals believe that only Christ could ultimately fix the brokenness of 
human society, this does not mean that they aim to be passive in the world.  Believers have 
the agency  to   hasten  the  coming  of   utopia  through  missionary  work  and  personal 
evangelization. In seeking to fix the brokenness of modern society in this manner, they aim
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to transform themselves to be worthy bearers of the message and, as a consequence, perhaps 
to fix the brokenness of their own identities.
For modern Filipino evangelicals—and perhaps for other evangelicals from the global 
South who migrate to the North—personal witnessing is facilitated by the economic forces of 
global labor migration that lead them to exile. The exile is not of the Genesis type that frames 
powerful nations as the geographic center of God’s will burdened with the responsibility  to 
spread Christianity, civilization, and commerce, nor is it of the Exodus variety that dreams of 
establishing theocracies by human means in foreign lands. In the ideology of Babylon exile, it
is not the favored or the powerful who become the bearers of God’s will—it is the weak, the 
slaves of the global economy.    And their dream is not to conquer but to reclaim themselves 
and to one day be able to come home.
The theme of migration and exile has always figured  prominently in the Christian 
imagination. From Biblical stories that highlighted divine providence in the migration 
narratives of the Jewish patriarchs in the Pentateuch, to the story of ancient Israel’s exile to 
foreign territories of various conquering empires,  and up to the story of the Jewish return 
from exile before the rise of the Roman empire—the idea that God moves in history through 
the migration of his favored peoples has been a key element of Christian theology. As Martin 
(1985) argues, however, Protestantism—more than any other Christian tradition—thrives in 
reading history and the Christian’s place in it through identification with ancient Israel, so the 
idea that God chooses nations as his agents in history and calls them to seek his will and 
fulfill his purpose through migration is more pronounced among Protestants than Catholics. 
Reading history through the narrative of divinely ordained exile is the ideological inspiration
behind The Great Migration of the Puritans in the 17th   century.   Zakai (1992) makes a
distinction between two types of exile ideologies—the Genesis  exile among Protestants in 
powerful empires or colonist states who view their own country as the central location from 
which God manifests his power on earth and the Exodus  exile among migrant Protestants 
seeking to establish in a distant land their own nation—a “city upon a hill” standing as proof
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and shining example of God’s  power and goodness among  the nations of the earth.  An 
example of this second type of exile is the abovementioned Puritans who established the 17th 
century colony in Massachusetts Bay, and elements of the Exodus ideology were also crucial 
in the formation of Afrikaner identity in South Africa.
It is no wonder then that the Filipino Protestant community was quick to reflect on 
the massive migration of the Philippines’ labor force in religious terms. Given that four out 
five Filipinos were Catholics, the fact was that the majority of workers leaving the Philippines 
were  Catholics, but this seemed to be an irrelevant point from the Filipino Protestant 
perspective.   Identification with ancient Israel is a Protestant characteristic, and the massive 
number of Filipinos exiled from their homeland by impersonal  economic   forces was 
something from which could be drawn similarities to the fate of ancient Israel.
Once again a national Protestant community is inspired to read history through the 
lens of the ideology of exile, but this type of ideology did not seem to fit Zakai’s typology 
consisting of Genesis and Exodus exile. Instead, the ideology draws more from the story of 
the Jewish exile in Babylon.   In Chapter 2, we called this the ideology of Babylon exile. It 
allowed Filipino global labor migration to be seen as divinely willed both as a punishment for 
collective sins and an opportunity extended to a people to become agents of God’s will on 
earth.
At this point, we have to clarify that the Babylon ideology is not something embraced 
by all Filipino Protestants. It is, however, an idea that has steadily gained influence from the
1970s among a  few isolated churches to its current state now in which it has inspired 
hundreds   of  Protestant  churches,  parachurch  groups,  and  religious  non-government 
organizations to come together in networks such as  the  Philippine Missions Association 
(PMA) and the Philippine Missions Mobilization Movement (PM3). PMA and PM3 are the 
institutional manifestations of this powerful idea, of this belief that the roots of Philippine 
global labor migration are spiritual in origin and that it is therefore the business of the church
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to address this phenomenon as well as all the moral and social issues that surround it. It is 
difficult to make a final judgment on the actual impact of this idea on Filipino  Protestant 
institutions and individuals because it  is still an unfolding process in history.   Our brief 
intellectual foray into the matter of the Babylon ideology among Filipino migrant workers is a 
matter of analyzing a perceived phenomenon even as  it is  moving towards an uncertain 
direction. Not all Filipino Protestants have been exposed to the missionary ideology 
produced by the Babylon ideology; of those who have encountered it, not all have agreed with 
it; and of those who have accepted it, not all have managed to incorporate it into the praxis of 
everyday life.  Nevertheless,  strong institutional  support for the Babylon ideology has been 
growing among Filipino Protestant networks, churches, and individuals in the last forty years, 
and the continuing growth of networks such as PMA  and PM3 as well  as the increasing 
amount of attention they’ve given to developing   literature and training programs for 
grassroots work in local churches is a strong indication that they may well succeed in 
disseminating their vision among individual Protestants.
But what exactly, we then ask, is the effect on Protestants institutions and individuals 
of the  Babylon ideology?   Despite being a thesis heavily contested through the  decades, 
Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis is simple  and direct in its claims—Calvinist  anxiety about 
salvation was resolved through the formation of a uniquely Protestant ethic  in relation to 
work.  Can we make the same claims about the Babylon ideology  inspired  by the unique 
circumstances  of Filipino Protestants shaped by a history of colonialism and economic 
poverty?
It might seem that the answer to this question is no. In my interaction with Filipino 
Protestant workers in Singapore, I detected nothing to indicate that they  possessed some 
superior quality in relation to work. In fact, there were even cases during my fieldwork where 
some of the young professionals of the group CEO betrayed signs of having what Weber 
called a “traditional” work ethic. An example of this was when one of them told the story of
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how she refused her boss’s offer of promotion on account of the pay rise “not being worth the 
extra hassle.”
However, it will also be remembered that most Filipino evangelicals are influenced 
by the Wesleyan tradition with its emphasis on “emotionalism” to which Weber was allergic 
and the Arminian doctrine of universal salvation. Their religious anxieties, therefore, are not 
the same as the anxieties of the classical Calvinists and the resolution of these anxieties do not 
lie with an ethic related to the issue of managing work. My argument is that, instead, this 20th 
century Filipino Protestant ethic relates to the issue of managing the work environment.
Filipino Protestant ministries across the world—from the ones based in Saudi Arabia, 
Japan, Israel, Thailand, and Canada discussed in Chapter 3 to the ones in Singapore described 
in Chapter 4—are all motivated to spread the gospel as a response to what they perceive to be 
a divine calling communicated  through the phenomenon  that is the Filipino diaspora.  They 
share the same strategic goal, but their tactics vary according to how specific environments 
are best managed.  Evangelistic models that work in a society  like the Philippines that is 
characterized  by a  high degree of cultural homogeneity may not work in multi-cultural 
societies where strong social boundaries exist among co-existing ethnic groups. What works 
in Canada would not work in Saudi Arabia. Wherever they are, the end goal is to manage the 
social environment, the workplace, and the various relationships that exist within them in 
order to facilitate the communication of faith. Sometimes, these communicative acts need not 
even be verbal or overtly religious.   Prison ministries in Saudi Arabia organized by  the 
evangelical community in partnership with the Philippine embassy are an example  of how 
communicating the faith is made possible even in an environment that represses  religious 
expression.  We do not have conclusive data on how the Babylon ideology influences Filipino 
Protestants at work in Saudi Arabia—but we do know that they willingly labor outside of the 
work environment in the interest of communicating their faith through love, charity, and the 
pursuit of social justice.
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As the Calvinists of Weber’s study transformed everyday work into a vocation, and 
the modern Filipino evangelical transforms the workplace into a venue for the exercise of 
one’s true work which lies behind the façade of earthly jobs—the building of the kingdom of 
God through world evangelization.  This is why evangelicals narrate with pride some stories 
of proselytization that, outside of the church environment, could be considered unethical.  I 
have  spoken to many migrant workers who regaled me with stories of their efforts at 
“planting the seeds of the Word” and I mentioned some of these stories in this dissertation—
nannies who secretly told Bible stories to Muslim children in Saudi Arabia during bedtime, 
personal nurses who strove to convert emotionally vulnerable elderly Jews in Israel, English 
teachers in Thailand or China who incorporated Christian concepts in language instruction. 
My respondents seemed unable to appreciate the conflict of interest in these scenarios. They 
saw nothing unethical or shameful in their behavior; they were in fact positively proud of 
being “used by God” in the workplace. And in instances where work itself cannot be directly 
used  to “further the interests of God’s kingdom,” evangelicals who have embraced the 
Babylon ideology seek to communicate their faith through the personal testimony of their 
lives
Finally, an important element that is part of the narrative motif of Babylon exile is the 
final return to one’s home.  Filipino migrant workers have a term for this: “for good,” as in 
going home for good. In conversations in the Filipino language, they turn the phrase into a 
verb, as in “magporgud.”  Used in a sentence, it goes, “Magpoporgud  na siya” awkwardly 
translated in English as “She will [come home] for good.”  Even though Filipino evangelicals 
can be motivated to see in their work an opportunity to become a witness for Christ, the idea 
that this spiritual journey that is labor migration  will culminate into a final return to one’s 
homeland is something that most migrant workers look forward to.
For evangelicals, coming home  for  good does not merely mean a final rest from 
wandering. It is a new beginning, an opportunity to use at home what has been gained by the 
self during a spiritual journey that, in most cases, has lasted years.  The founder of Day by
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Day church, one of the big megachurches in Manila, was a migrant worker in Saudi Arabia in 
the 1980s. Many of the pastors I interviewed for this dissertation were initially theologically 
untrained migrant workers who learned to lead Bible study groups when they were abroad 
before they went home and pursued full-time ministry. Others ended up in religious NGO’s 
like KAPATID, which address the needs of families with one or two parents abroad.  And 
there are others who simply re-integrate themselves into the fabric of their local society using 
the values and abilities they picked up in their time abroad.   In  exile, they lose part of 
themselves, but the journey—framed by the Babylon ideology and given spiritual significance 
through the language of religious self-transformation—allows them to recreate themselves 
and build a stronger self-image and a new identity.
I am again reminded of the anonymous interviewee I quoted in the Chapter 4, the one 
who spent twenty years  as a migrant worker, alienated from her own family, and whose 
dream now was to wander the world, to go wherever she might be divinely led to become a 
missionary.  She told me that she no longer saw herself ever coming home for good.  Her 
home now was the world itself, and the self she had become was no longer the self she had 
lost when she first left Philippine soil twenty years ago. At home in the world, exile for her 
had already ended even without her returning to the Philippines. Secure in her place in what 
she believes is God’s master plan for human history, she is now home. For good.
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